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dismantling the achievement gap.                                         

 The 2007 Dismantling the Gap Confer-

ence program on November 12-13, 2007 

focused on:                            

 Defining the needs of children at-risk 

in the public schools and the new 

policies and funding needed to ad-

dress them; 

 Understanding the new state Dropout 

Prevention Program and strategies for 

maximizing high school  graduation 

rates; 

 Emphasizing the critical role of parent 

and student participation at the state 

and local school district levels to im-

pact the formation and implementa-

tion of education policies; and 

 Urging parents, students, educators 

and public officials to make their 

voices heard at the legislature in 2008 

to adopt and fund new public educa-

tion programs designed to address the 

needs of children at-risk, dropout pre-

vention and the accountability of edu-

cation leaders in local school districts.     

   State Supt. of Education Hank Bounds 

and several key state education officials 

addressed the Conference to enable par-

ticipants to understand the transformative 

goals and technical mechanics of the new 

dropout prevention strategies. Dr. Marvin 

Haire, Interim Director of the Delta Re-

search and Cultural Institute at MS Valley 

State University         Cont’d pg.3 
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Hank Bounds, State Superintendent of Education for 

Mississippi, speaks on behalf of the Mississippi De-

partment of Education at the Gap Conference. 

 In November 2007 more than 500 stu-

dents, parents, educators, public officials, 

state education officials and university 

leaders participated at MS Valley State 

University in Itta Bena, MS in the two-day 

convening of the 4th Annual Conference 

of Education Stakeholders on Disman-

tling the Achievement Gap conducted by 

the sponsoring partnership of Southern 

Echo, the MS Delta Catalyst Roundtable, 

the MS Dept. of Education and MS Valley 

State University. Just prior to the Confer-

ence more than 50 activists from the MS 

Delta Catalyst Roundtable, South West 

Organizing Project and Southwest Work-

ers Union participated in a two-day con-

vening in Greenwood, MS of the joint 

South X Southwest Experiment.  The 

participants in this two-day event subse-

quently became part of the conference on 



 Southern Echo and the MS Delta 

Catalyst Roundtable are working to 

facilitate the movement to create a na-

tional family issues platform con-

structed by families as a part of The 

Marguerite Casey “Equal Voice for 

America’s Families” campaign. More 

than 418 people representing 23 coun-

ties across the State of Mississippi were 

present in a meeting held on Saturday, 

May 3rd at the McLemore Ward Head-

start Gymnasium in Greenville, MS as 

a result of this campaign.  Prior to 

launching the MS Delta town hall 

meeting, Southern Echo began hosting 

cluster meetings with low income fami-

lies across the Mississippi Delta and 

Gulf Coast counties. The cluster meet-

ings served as a prerequisite for the 

Greenville meeting so that townspeople 

could develop topics from their coun-

ties to be more readily prepared. 

 The Greenville meeting consisted of 

table discussions revolving around two 

general issues: What is it that is hinder-

ing families and what would be possi-

ble remedies to these hindrances?              

 There were many issues that were 

identified from each table discussion 

with the most common being: quality 

education; affordable housing; subsi-

dized childcare; living wages; and 

drug/violence rehabilitation centers. 

Along with these issues were possible 

solutions which were developed by the 

families so that a well constructed plan 

of action can be made by the individu-

als who will be affected.  Among the 

solutions being proposed were: up-

grading school personnel; bring and 

retain jobs in MS; establish programs 

to promote peace amongst youth; and 

voting for more accountable officials; 

break communication barriers with 

students and their teachers; equitable 

wages for immigrants; attract and re-

tain businesses.                                           

 Family issues and the importance to 

cater to these specific issues are in 

need of discussion for gaining resolu-

tion with the absence of social and eco-

nomic justice for lower-income fami-

lies and people of color. The “Equal 

Voice for America’s Families” cam-

paign arises from the idea that no 

working family should live in poverty 

under any circumstance.  The goal is 

to “create a national platform of  fam-

ily issues; spark a national dialogue 

about the policies and attitudes that 

negatively impact families; ensure that 

dis -                                 Cont’d pg. 4    

issue development and building organ-

izational capacity as key elements of 

community organizing to empower 

communities.  More than 45 activists 

from the 7 organizations attended the 

regional conference held in Jackson, 

MS. 

        Cont’d pg. 5 

 

 In 2008, Southern Echo, in its ca-

pacity as an intermediary support or-

ganization for the C.S. Mott Founda-

tion, re-granted $120,000 to 7 grass-

roots community organizations in 4 

southern states to support their grass-

roots community organizing work.      

 As a part of the C.S. Mott Founda-

tions grant, Echo conducted a 2-day 

regional training on strategic planning , 

E C H O  B U I L D S  M O M E N T U M  I N  T H E  M A R G U E R I T E  C A S E Y  

“ E Q U A L  V O I C E S ”  C A M P A I G N  F O R  F A M I L I E S  
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Youth enjoy the fellowship 

at The Marguerite Casey 

“Equal Voices” Conference. 

Hollis Watkins, Presi-

dent of Southern Echo 

and Leroy Johnson, Ex-

ecutive Director, join in 

singing songs at the 

Marguerite Casey Con-

ference.  

ECHO REGRANTS $120,000 FROM C.S. MOTT FOUNDATION AND PROVIDE 

TRAINING TO GRASSROOTS ORGANIZATIONS AROUND MISSISSIPPI  



at key points in the conference pre-

sented syntheses of the presentations 

and linked them to the historical race 

and class underpinnings of the educa-

tion and economic problems that faced 

Delta communities.  Students and adult 

leaders from each of the MS Delta 

Catalyst Roundtable organizations each 

presented a different facet of the prob-

lems confronting children at-risk in the 

public schools and their recommenda-

tions for policy changes needed to ame-

liorate these conditions.  These presen-

tations, designed by the students and 

presented primarily by the students, 

were clearly the highlight of the confer-

ence for the audience in which approxi-

mately two-thirds were students from 

middle and high schools across the 

Delta.                                                

 During the conference participants 

broke down into more than a dozen 

smaller workshops to define who 

should be understood to be at risk and 

why, to identify the major obstacles 

and barriers that they confront, and to 

recommend needed policy changes to 

maximize the capacity of children at-

risk to succeed rather than fail in the 

public education process.                     

 At the end of the conference the 

feedback from participants who have 

been with this process since 2004 was 

that this was the best conference thus 

far and that we should certainly have 

another one like this in 2008.  Southern 

Echo and Roundtable organizations 

will have to address whether we ought 

to have another conference of this kind 

in 2008, or whether we ought to take a 

different approach in light of evolving 

circumstances at the local and state 

levels.  This will be part of our plan-

ning process early in 2008.                

 The November 10-11, 2007 South 

X Southwest Experiment gathering 

program focused on: 

 Enabling youth activists from New 

Mexico, Texas and Mississippi to 

meet and share who they are, talk 

casually and eat together, work 

together, share ideas and explore 

common ground, socialize, and 

share culture, music and dance;                                                

 Explore the separate histories of 

the three regions as a basis for lift-

ing up their common ground 

around oppression by colonial and 

imperial powers, exploitation of 

their labor and theft of their land; 

systematic denial to their commu-

nities of effective education; sup-

pression of their capacity to com-

pete economically and build com-

munity wealth and economic inde-

pendence; the suppression of their 

capacity to participate effectively 

in the political process; and the 

histories of resistance, struggle and 

organization in each region that 

have been the basis for effecting 

fundamental changes; 

 Explore the role of language and 

story-telling in their respective cul-

tures and to recognize the need to 

address the impact of language dif-

ferences as part of the process of 

removing historic barriers; and 

  Explore the cross-regional mali-

cious stereotypes that have been 

deeply rooted in the national 

culture and that have been used 

to sow disrespect and distrust, 

but which when recognized and 

acknowledged can be overcome. 

 Participants were enthusiastic about 

the two-day process.  The agenda  

Cont’d pg. 5 
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“We need to 

generate a 

national 

committee that 

provides an 

agenda to 

improve the 

lives of 

working class 

families and 

children that 

will be issued 

to national 

parties to 

become an 

agenda of 

elected 

officials” 

-cussion; build a movement of families 

to sustain long-term change; and in-

crease civic engagement among fami-

lies. Southern Echo has taken the initia-

tive to ensure that low income families 

and people of color have the opportu-

nity to participate in policy making that 

directly affects the way they live.                  

 One component of effective orga-

nizing that Echo employs is to provide 

various counties the opportunity to 

work together as a unit. Uniting com-

peting counties to break barriers is im-

perative so that these families can work 

together to tackle these issues that in-

evitably affect each one of them simi-

larly. “One of the tasks that needed to 

be tackled was to breach the competi-

tion amongst county lines created by 

the government to keep lower income 

families at odds,” stated Leroy John-

son, Executive Director of Echo.                      

 This is why the agenda for the MS 

Delta Town Hall Meeting provided a 

“Fellowship Café” and entertainment to 

allow individuals to socialize and fel-

lowship with each other, while enhanc-

ing their efforts to work together.     

 Along with the families and various 

organizations, elected officials were 

present so they could be involved with 

the problem-solution discussions that 

will uplift these communities. The 

meeting in Greenville served as a pre-

liminary meeting for a meeting in Bir-

mingham, Alabama on September 6. 

 There will be 3, 500 people repre-

senting families from a combination of 

all of the following states: Mississippi, 

Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, Geor-

gia, and Florida. There will also be a 

simulcast meeting in Chicago and Los 

Angeles with at least 3,500 representa-

tives in both states which yields 10, 

500 representatives in all. These meet-

ings will be geared toward issues that 

speak out to poor and working class 

families to initiate a platform that may 

transform the lives of the families in 

these communities that are trapped at 

the bottom of America’s economic lad-

der. 

 The goal is to become recognized 

through national, local, and state press 

coverage so that America can become 

mindful of the specific needs of lower 

income families and people of color. 

“We need to generate a national com-

mittee that provides an agenda to im-

prove the lives of working class fami-

lies and children that will be issued to 

national parties to become an agenda of 

elected officials, such as the upcoming 

president, to make policies enacted that 

would really produce change in the 

community for these families,” stated 

Leroy Johnson on the meeting to take 

place in Birmingham.                   

 Southern Echo has gathered other 

Mississippi groups to get involved with 

assisting this movement. Among these 

various groups and organizations 

are: Action Communication & Educa-

tion Reform (Montgomery County); 

Activists With A Purpose (Grenada 

County) ; Citizens for a better 

Greenville (Washington County); Citi-

zens for Educational Awareness 

(Montgomery County); Concerned 

Citizens for a Better Tunica County 

(Tunica County); Nollie Citizens for 

Quality Education (Holmes County); 

Sunflower Parent & Student Organiza-

tion (Sunflower County); Parents and 

Youth United for a Better Webster 

County (Webster County); and Youth 

Innovation Movement Solutions 

(Montgomery County). 

              

M A R G U E R I T E  C A S E Y ,  ( C O N T I N U E D )  
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The Organizations that 

received the grants 

were: 

 Advocates for 

Community and Ru-

ral Education 

(Everton, Arkansas) 

 Chimuranga 

(Laurens, South Caro-

lina) 

 Concerned Citi-

zens for a Better Tu-

nica County Inc. 

(Tunica, Mississippi) 

 Indianola Parent 

Student Group 

(Indianola, MS) 

 Nollie Citizens for 

Quality Education 

(Lexington, Missis-

sippi) 

 South Carolina 

Rural Education 

Grassroots Group 

(Estill, South Carolina) 

 Southeast Re-

gional Economic Jus-

tice Network 

(Durham, NC) 

combined presentations about organ-

izational histories about struggle with 

small group work on the current issues 

that students face in their respective 

public school settings, and recommen-

dations for policy changes to address 

them.  As part of the next steps it was 

agreed to hold multi-day gatherings in 

San Antonio, TX and Albuquerque, 

NM during the spring and summer of 

2008.  These are now in the planning 

stage. 

It should be noted that on February 15-

16, 2008 the Southwest Workers Union 

is holding a workshop in San Antonio, 

TX on organizing around civic engage-

ment and voting rights and has invited 

leadership from SWOP, Southern Echo 

and Community Voices Heard (NYC) 

to assist in the workshop process.  All 

parties agreed that this kind of mutual 

collaboration and support is an appro-

priate extension of the South X South-

west Experiment.  As part of the 

agenda in San Antonio, SWOP and 

Echo have been asked to make presen-

tations on the history of their work 

around voting rights and civic partici-

pation to enable activists in Texas to 

see their work in a broader historical 

context. 

from the community.  

 The training also addressed the is-

sues of working in coalitions and col-

laborations as strategies to broaden 

base of support, share resources, and 

increase capacity. The discussions fo-

cused on values and principles that 

should guide coalitions and collabora-

tions, as well as obstacles and chal-

lenges to working inside of coalitions 

and collaborations and the importance 

of the organizing work. 

 Southern Echo’s training provided 

an in-depth look at how to fundraise 

from foundations and within communi-

ties as well as how to manage funds 

responsibly and diligently as it relates 

to fiscal management. 

 

 

 

 

                                       

from Thursday, March 13 to Friday, 

March 14, 2008.                                       

 In addition, throughout the year, 

Southern Echo will make site visits to 

each grassroots community organiza-

tion to provide technical assistance to 

the local groups in support of the work 

they are doing, and to provide addi-

tional training for clusters of organiza-

tions in different parts of the southern 

region.                                              

 The eight states from which local 

groups applied under this regrant pro-

gram are North Carolina, South Caro-

lina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, 

Louisiana, Arkansas, and Tennessee.                 

 The 2-day regional training for the 

grantees gave special focus this year to 

strategic planning so that the program 

of work of the organization effectively 

addresses the policy objectives of the 

organization. Building on this founda-

tion, the training turned to how do you 

strategically frame your issues as it 

relates to your program of work to get 

the maximum buy in and ownership 

( C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P G .  3 )  
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About Southern Echo 

  

 Southern Echo is a leadership education, training, and development organization 

founded in 1989 and based in Jackson, Mississippi. Echo is committed to building 

new, accountable grassroots leadership and organization, based on an  inter-

generational model, through training, technical and legal assistance. Echo staff 

works with and in support of African-American and working class community lead-

ership and organizations throughout rural Mississippi, and organizations in 11 other 

states. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Echo training focuses on enabling grassroots people to develop a effective skills 

and the working tools of community organizing. This includes the building of politi-

cal skills, organizational development and policy formation at the grassroots level. 

The primary goal is to build the capacity of grassroots leadership and organizations 

to empower their communities to fight racism.  The Empowerment of grassroots 

communities is necessary to enable people to hold the political, educational, eco-

nomic and environmental systems accountable to the needs and interests of the Af-

rican –American and poor communities. 
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Jackson, MS – As a result of the 2007 

legislative elections, the Legislative 

Black Caucus increased to 50 legisla-

tors, 37 in the House and 13 in the Sen-

ate.  Mississippi now has the largest 

percentage of African American legis-

lators among all states:  28.7 percent.  

Mississippi’s black voting age popula-

tion is approximately 30 percent.         

 In the House of Representatives a 

progressive coalition comprised of 

most of the Legislative Black Caucus 

members and a minority of white repre-

sentatives worked together to prevent 

supporters of the Governor’s legislative 

agenda from taking effective control of 

the House.  

 At the same time, Republican Gov-

ernor Haley Barbour tightened his 

working control over the Senate 

through the newly-elected Republican 

Lt. Governor, Phil Bryant, who pre-

sides over the Senate and picks all of 

the committee chairs. 

 In the House all of the Republicans 

and some conservative Democrats 

joined forces to support a conservative 

Democrat to challenge the re-election 

of the more progressive incumbent 

Speaker, Rep. Billy McCoy.  The 

showdown for control of the House 

took place as soon as the House took 

up the first order of business on open-

ing day in January:  election of the tem-

porary Speaker of the House.   

 The test of who had majority sup-

port in the chamber was undertaken 

through the proxy fight over the elec-

tion of the temporary Speaker, who 

under the rules actually conducts the 

election of the permanent Speaker.  

Whoever had the votes to determine the 

temporary Speaker would have the 

votes to control the election of the per-

manent Speaker.   

 It took three tense roll call ballots to 

determine the new Speaker.  On the 

first two ballots, each of which ended 

in a tie – 61 to 61 – 34 of the 37 black 

legislators joined with 27 white legisla-

tors to support the candidate who sup-

ported incumbent Speaker McCoy.  

Three black legislators joined 58 white 

legislators to support the surrogate of 

the challenger.   

 On the 3rd ballot one black legislator 

switched her vote from the challenger’s 

candidate to the incumbent’s candidate 

to provide a 62 to 60 victory for incum-

bent Speaker McCoy.  

Cont’d pg. 7 

the use of land being parts of commu-

nity sustainability.   

 SRCELDI’s concept of sustainabil-

ity involves meeting the needs of Afri-

can Americans and other people of low 

wealth in the present with out compro-

mising the ability of future generations 

to meet their own needs. It accounts for   

Cont’d pg. 8 

 Southern Echo has undertaken a 

program of intermediate support called 

the Sustainable Rural Communities 

Environmental and Land Development 

Initiative (SRCELDI). The essence of 

the SRCELDI is to abate, prevent, and 

reserve land owned by African Ameri-

cans; and achieve community sustain-

ability with economic development and 

P R O G R E S S I V E  H O U S E  C O A L I T I O N  R E V E A L S  

S T R E N G T H S  

E C H O  L A U N C H E S  T H E  S U S T A I N A B L E  R U R A L  C O M M U N I T I E S   

E N V I R O N M E N T A L  A N D  L A N D  D E V E L O P M E N T  I N I T I A T I V E  
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Mississippi is the only state in the south that 

does not provide any state funding for early 

childhood learning. 

After that, with the die cast, the actual 

vote for the Speaker appeared almost 

routine and Speaker McCoy was re-

elected. 

 This process determined the balance 

of power in the House through the 

2011 legislative session because the 

Speaker appoints all committee chairs 

and determines to which committees all 

bills are sent for consideration.  If the 

challenger had won, it was believed 

that the Governor would have had a 

working control of both houses of the 

legislature to advance his policy agen-

das.  The next statewide elections are in 

2011. 

 However, the legislature did not 

give any serious consideration to 

increased funding for children at 

risk, notwithstanding the report of 

the 2007 Commission on children 

at risk that called for substantial 

increased funding. 

 The legislature also did not provide 

any funding for early childhood 

learning, notwithstanding the re-

port of the 2007 Commission on 

children at-risk that called for fund-

ing a pilot project. Mississippi is 

the only state in the south that does 

not provide any state funding for 

early childhood learning.  

 The Senate passed, but the House 

defeated, all registration that would 

have required voter identification 

or a massive registration of all 

voters in the state. 

 The legislation passed a draconian 

anti-immigrant bill providing se-

vere penalty for businesses that 

employ undocumented workers. 

 As this is written the Governor has 

called a special session and is adding to 

the agenda of the special session as the 

special session unfolds.  

Some of the key outcomes of the regu-

lar 2008 session were: 

 The Mississippi Adequate Educa-

tion Program (MAEP) formula 

was fully funded for the 2nd con-

secutive year.  In contrast to 2007, 

this year there was no battle over 

the appropriation. 

P R O G R E S S I V E  H O U S E  C O A L I T I O N  

( C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P G  6 )  
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The Mission of 

Southern Echo, 

Inc is to em-

power local 

communities 

through the de-

velopment of 

effective lead-

ership and uni-

fied community 

organization. 



the long-term value of natural re-

sources (renewable and non-renewable) 

and gives individual incentives to pro-

tect or promote environmental values. 

 SRCELDI at Southern Echo is a 

program of inter-mediate support for 

the Ford Foundation in communities of 

African Americans and other people of 

low-wealth in five southern states: Mis-

sissippi, Alabama, Louisiana, Georgia, 

and South Carolina.     

 The program has been implemented 

in the entire state of Mississippi, nine 

counties in eastern South Carolina 

along the I-95 corridor, southern Geor-

gia, the 12 counties of Alabama’s 

Black Belt region, and the 10 southern 

parishes of Louisiana impacted by hur-

ricanes Katrina and Rita.    

 The inter-mediate support consists 

of the following items: a micro-grants 

program  of up to fifteen (15) grants 

ranging from 25,000 to 40,000 dollars 

with the possibility of a special grant 

up to 50,000 dollars; a technical assis-

tance provider that provides each micro

-grantee the opportunity to obtain assis-

tance; and Southern Echo working with 

the micro-grantees to assess which 

grantee might benefit during the grant 

process from working in clusters to 

share their training, assistance, and pro-

gram of work.      

 Since the abolition of slavery and 

the advent of Reconstruction, commu-

nities of African Americans and other 

people of low-wealth across the south-

ern region have experienced a dire need 

of effective access to information, 

training, and technical assistance to 

support the development of the follow-

ing: new and independently owned 

business enterprises, sustainable and 

alternative agricultural enterprises, tim-

ber growth, sufficient capital, young 

people involved in programs of work, 

and skills and tools to build grass-root 

community organizations.   

 Studies revealed that effective ac-

cess to information, training, and tech-

nical assistance gives individuals the 

control of entrepreneurial opportunity, 

the means to engage in production agri-

culture and the capacity to provide a 

quality education for their children. 

diploma, compared with 70% nation-

ally. More than half of African Ameri-

can boys don't graduate. 

The Mississippi Rising Conference in 

Biloxi, state educators reaffirmed the 

Board of Education’s "Five Strategies" 

to boost these dismal graduation rates. 

One of these strategies is to "Increase 

the quantity and quality of teachers," 

recognizing that large classes and poor 

teaching lead some students to drop 

out. Almost a third of MS secondary 

school classes are taught by teachers 

who didn't major or minor in the field 

they are teaching. Cont’d pg. 9      

  

 How many high school students 

finishing the school year this month 

will be back in the fall? On paper, Mis-

sissippi's commitment to retaining 

them looks impressive. The state set a 

goal of cutting the drop-out rate in half 

over the next five years. But will we 

walk our talk? 

The national "Diplomas Count" report, 

released by Education Week last week, 

once again put Mississippi in the bot-

tom 10 states, with only 62% of high 

school freshmen eventually getting a 

S R C E L D I  (  C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P A G E  6 )  

W A L K I N G  O U R  T A L K  O N  D R O P - O U T  P R E V E N T I O N  
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Organizations that re-

ceived grants in the 

SRCELDI cycle: 

● Nollie Citizens for Qual-

ity Education, Inc. 

(Holmes County, MS) 

● South Rankin County 

Farmers Assoc. (Rankin 

County, MS) 

● Mississippi Engaged in 

Green Agriculture 

(Bolivar County) 

● West Holmes Commu-

nity Development Or-

ganization (Holmes 

County) 

● Marion County Self-

Help Organization, Inc. 

(Marion County) 

● Winston County Self-

Help Cooperative 

(Winston County, MS) 

● Family Farmers Coop-

erative (Marshall 

County, MS) 

● South Plaquemines 

United Fisheries Coop-

erative (Plaquemines 

Parish, LA) 

● Federation of Southern 

Cooperative Land As-

sistance Fund (Sumter, 

AL) 

● McIntosh SEED 

(McIntosh County, GA) 

● Southeast Georgia 

Community Develop-

ment Corporation 

(Glynn, GA) 

● Berean Community 

Development Corpo-

ration (SC) 

● South Carolina 

United Action 

(Orangeburg, SC) 

● Chimuranga (Laurens 

Co, SC) 

An Editorial by Leroy Johnson 



Leroy Johnson is the 

Executive Director of 

Southern Echo, a 

statewide leadership 

education, training 

and development or-

ganization based in 

Jackson. He moder-

ated the Town Hall 

Meeting on educa-

tion in Greenville in 

May, sponsored by 

the Equal Voice 

Campaign of the 

Marguerite Casey 

Foundation. 

Leroy Johnson 

Southern Echo 

PO Box 9306  

Jackson, MS 39286 

(601)-982-6400 
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leroy@southernecho.org 

This strategy will require a partnership 

among the MS Department of Educa-

tion, the universities, the State Legisla-

ture, and the community to attract and 

retain quality teachers.                   

 Many students are 'push-outs' more 

than drop-outs. Suspensions and expul-

sions for dress code violations, argu-

ments, and other non-violent offenses 

derail students who could have been, 

and should have been, kept in school. 

Numerous studies show that corporal 

punishment -- beating students in 

school -- is counter-productive.         

 For low-income and other at-risk 

students, the state spends about $5,000 

less per student per year than the 

amount recommended by Augenblick 

and Associates, the nationally-

recognized education consulting firm 

employed by the State Legislature to 

determine the necessary costs.       

 Some may complain that we can't 

afford to spend more on quality educa-

tion. But in fact we can't afford not to. 

Over the last year, the number of 

manufacturing jobs in Mississippi fell 

by almost four percent, while the num-

ber of professional and business ser-

vices jobs grew. We need to educate 

our young people for the jobs of the 

future. Investments in quality education 

will come back to us many-fold in 

taxes paid by productive workers and 

in fewer people incarcerated.             

 Despite our state's low taxes and 

business costs, Forbes Magazine's 

2007 report on "Best States for Busi-

ness" ranked Mississippi #43 out of 50, 

because of our low educational attain-

ment. The Chamber of Commerce ran a 

full-page ad in support of funding qual-

ity education earlier this year, because 

they know that a poorly trained work-

force makes Mississippi less attractive 

to investment capital.                     

 More and more jobs require not just 

high school but a college degree. But 

two-thirds of Mississippi high school 

graduates are not ready for college. 

Nationally, over a third of eighth grad-

ers take algebra, but just one in twenty 

in Mississippi.                                     

 As a parent, I've experienced the 

frustration of trying to get my children 

prepared for college.  My son had no 

certified science and math teachers in 

high school.  We sent him to a math 

summer camp and got him tutoring, 

and now he's doing fine in college.  But 

why did I have to pay out of pocket for 

education services I had already paid 

for with my taxes?                       

 Thanks to the new Office of Drop-

Out Prevention, every school district is 

now required to have a Drop-Out Pre-

vention Plan, and the first plans were 

just approved this spring. Next year 

will be first year they go into operation. 

 Community involvement will be the 

key to making sure the Drop-Out Pre-

vention Plans are implemented. South-

ern Echo helped organize the Town 

Hall Meeting held in Greenville in 

May, where over 400 people discussed 

education problems. We supported the 

well-attended "Get on the Bus" Teen 

and Adult Summits sponsored by the 

Board of Education. This groundswell 

of public involvement is a positive 

sign. School districts will succeed only 

if they sit down with community or-

ganizations, parents and students, listen 

to our experiences, and collaborate on 

solutions. My hope is that when the 

students promoted into 8th grade this 

month turn 18 in 2013, so many of 

them graduate that Mississippi sets a 

new national record for most-improved 

high-school education. 
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