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Mississippi Education Reform Collaborative (MERC)
In June 2012, P3 Strategies, LLC, convened a group of superintendents for a conversation
about education reform in Mississippi. Participating superintendents responded to the following questions:
1. What are the barriers to accelerated student and school achievement in your district?
2. What state rules, regulations, resources would help your district accelerate achievement?
3. How might your districts collaborate to develop and implement a common reform
agenda?
4. Are you willing and able to devote time and resources to developing and pursuing a
common reform agenda?
The creation of MERC is the response to the questions. P3 Strategies, LLC, serves as the staff
of MERC.

Who we Are
The Mississippi Education Reform Collaborative (MERC) is a group of school superintendents, who have come together voluntarily to work in a collaborative effort because they
have common conditions, needs and aspirations for the districts they lead.
It is the mission of MERC to identify, develop and implement transformative education
policy and program reforms that advance student and school performance for member districts. MERC shares best practices, pools resources, coordinates activities, monitors legislative and regulatory proposals and advocates for its constituents.

Why MERC
In the Mississippi Legislature, the state Department of Education, and the general community, there is continuous conversation about the reform of public education. It is clear to us
that a single practitioner or school district in the rural state of Mississippi cannot affect the
innovations necessary to transform the teaching and learning required to prepare the most
vulnerable children for civic and community living in the new millennium without collective
effort and capacity.
When the reform debates focus on state policy, legislation and/or regulations that have
consequences for students and practitioners in local communities, collective effort and
capacity are required to ensure input from those for whom the rules are intended. As
seasoned practitioners, we recognize that reform in public education is multi-dimensional,
complicated and dependent upon the embrace of all constituents.
There are no silver bullets for improving student and school achievement. Indeed, in the districts where we toil, the pathway to preparing career and college-ready graduates is more
complicated than recent reform debates suggest.
Equally important to the justification for MERC is the recurring assault on public education
that threatens its coherence and continuity. We accept the responsibility to protect the best
of the legacy and tradition of public education while pursuing its transformation.
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Collaboration as Methodology
MERC superintendents are committed to engaging in
the intellectual and practical work needed to accelerate achievement in their districts. A foundational
belief is that “learning is the work.” The methodology
of collaboration takes many forms.

James Bacchus and
Superintendent Cederick Ellis
discuss common school issues

Focused Program of Work — MERC members decide
on the programmatic priorities for the year and direct staff to implement the priorities with the highest
degree of fidelity and professionalism.
Shared Expenses — Since its inception,
MERC’s program of work has been supported by the proportional cost to participating
districts. Recently, non-MERC constituents
have participated in the activities. The
Foundation for the Mid South supports the
monthly meetings.
Data Collection — Routinely, MERC administers surveys to the its constituents,
analyzes the survey results and adjusts its
programmatic focus accordingly.

“MERC is valuable to me because it provides an opportunity
to collaborate with other districts to leverage time, knowledge and resources to positively
impact the academic opportunities for the students served and
the employees led. It provides
support in a risk free environment where sanctioned free
discussions, thinking and problem solving can be achieved in a
scholarly atmosphere.”
– Dr. Cederick Ellis

Policy Reviews — MERC members review
and seek to influence public policies that have consequence for public education. This allows them to better
prepare for the intended and unintended consequences in local school districts (e.g. charter schools, early
childhood education, vouchers, funding…)
Facilitated Conversations — Monthly, MERC members participate in an agenda-driven conversation
facilitated by a seasoned practitioner. This is a
non-threatening, but challenging conversation with
colleagues, in which growth and achievement of
students is the linchpin.
Information Sharing — MERC shares information
with more than 3,000 teachers, nearly 1,200 education leaders and advocates, as well as members of
the state Legislature. Information is disseminated via
reports, email blasts, the webpage and social media.
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Collaboration as Methodology
Best Practices — MERC consistently searches for and
embraces evidence-based best practices (e.g. alignment of PreK-3rd grade, 1:1 technology integration,
use of early literacy content, ACT preparation).
Study of Seminal Research —The collaborative study
of related research is a cornerstone of MERC. A recent
example is the review of the Vanderbilt University evaluation of the Tennessee Achievement School District.

Superintendent Cedrick
Gray and staff review hiring
strategies.

Continuing Education — MERC superintendents and their leadership teams have
identified and participated in customized
professional learning experiences (e.g.
turning around low-performing schools,
curriculum and instructional design, collaborative problem solving...).
Engagement — MERC superintendents
are encouraged to improve their leadership skills by being actively engaged in
the local and national conversation about
the reform of public education. Examples
of engagement include leadership of
MABSE, membership on the State Superintendent's
Advisory Board, and membership on the ASD Taskforce.
Strategic Communications — Despite being a voluntary collaborative, MERC member districts are devoted to transparent communications with all of its
constituents.
Support — Education leaders are generally isolated;
however, in rural states the isolation is acute. MERC
provides a vehicle for colleague-to-colleague exchanges, in which they can discuss, in trust, the problems
they all face. These discussions provide informed
insights into the challenges of district leadership,
school board relations, finances, managing and leading human capital and community relations.

5

“MERC is more than an association of superior leaders.
It is a fellowship of focused
and determined educators
whose primary mission is to
improve the quality of life for
the families we serve. Through
collective efforts, we are able
to attract and retain high
quality teachers while improving the cultural dynamic of our
schools. Our efforts are fruitful
as demonstrated by the growth
of our respective educational
communities. MERC’s efforts
to establish sound futures for
its scholars are proving worthwhile for the greater communities which we serve.”
– Dr. Cedrick Gray

Program of Work
The MERC program of work is varied in training and
support activities, all focused on providing tools to
superintendents and school leaders in their efforts to
accelerate achievement. The program of work is guided by the superintendents, who outline their needs
and priorities. The P3 Strategies staff develops appropriate programs, designs activities and enlist partners
to support the MERC superintendents as they seek to
best serve the children in their districts. The program
of work includes:
Teacher Recruitment, Retention and Recognition —
Working together MERC districts consistently seek to improve the recruitment,
retention and recognition of highly effective teachers, the key to significant and
ongoing improvement. This No. 1 priority
is advanced through ongoing training in
human capital management for educators.

Daneisha Faulker, an
English II instructor at
Heidelberg High, East
Jasper School District
facilitating a workshop for
her peers.

Leadership Development — MERC superintendents understand the need for ongoing leadership development, not only
among themselves, but for the schoolbased leaders in their districts. Topical,
timely leadership development experiences are organized by the MERC superintendents for
district and school-based leadership teams.
Collaborative Problem Solving — Routinely, common
or unique challenges to district leadership is the subject
of intense examination and problem solving. Superintendents, in a roundtable discussion, not only examine
problems common to member participants, but also
issues specific to individual districts. Superintendents
brainstorm and support one another in an atmosphere
of confidentiality, mutual respect, and trust.
Strategic Communications — Providing insightful
information to all constituents that reflects the productive teaching and learning underway in MERC districts is a major component of the collaborative work.
Jointly, MERC districts develop and disseminate reports that provide a narrative from educational practitioners working in poor, small, mostly rural settings.
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Program of Work
Education Leaders’ Briefings— Annually, MERC Superintendents host a non-partisan education briefing for
education supporters including state legislators. These
sessions allow MERC superintendents and their local
school boards an opportunity to interact with state
leaders, helping facilitate better communication. At past
sessions, a report on the successes in districts and a comprehensive report examining the impact of state funding
reductions on MERC districts were presented.
Accelerated Achievement — In the accountability
system of the State of Mississippi, each
MERC district has students and schools
that do not meet performance standards.
Everything MERC does is intent on ending the pattern of low performance and
accelerating the growth and achievement
of students and schools.
Early Learning — All MERC districts subscribe to the research and best practice
that align high-quality teaching and curriculum from PreK to the 3rd grade. This
emphasis is fundamental and essential to the preparation of career- and college-ready high school graduates, particularly those born into generational poverty.
Literacy — The systematic and systemic improvement
of teaching and learning regarding literacy – PreK-12th
grade – is a focus of MERC districts.
Technology Integration — MERC districts share information about their technology integration initiatives.
A cardinal truth about the 21st century is the need for
knowledge workers that have been educated with and
about technology. MERC assists districts in policies
and planning as well as direction in technology development for their districts.
STE(A)M Initiatives — MERC Superintendents have
implemented STE(A)M programs in their districts and
advocated for the resources to implement high-quality programs to advance science, technology, engineering, the arts and math. These programs are essential
for all schools today, but especially critical to MERC
districts with demographics of poverty and lack of
resources that limit exposure to these critical areas.
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Dr. Jacquelyn Thigpen, Superintendent Cleveland School
District and Melvin Davis,
Lillie Burney 6th grade STEAM
Academy instructor,Hattiesburg
Public School District discuss
the importance of teacher
recognition.

The No. 1 Priority Teacher Recruitment, Retention and Recognition

Principals discuss
recruitment and
retention strategies.
What are the barriers to accelerated student and school achievement in your district? The
unanimous response by superintendents to this question was recruiting and retaining
highly effective teachers, a teacher whose students achieve two years of growth in one
academic year.
Teacher quality is a national crisis. This crisis is exacerbated in small, rural, underperforming
districts. Based on surveys of MERC districts, teacher turnover varied from 20 to 40 percent
annually for five years. If achievement is to be accelerated, the flow of teachers in and out of
districts must stop.
MERC created Strategic Staffing Institutes to train and support those directly involved in the
hiring and development of teachers - superintendents, administrators and principals. MERC
partnered with The New Teacher Project (TNTP), the premier teacher human capital management organization in the country. The Strategic Staffing Institutes’ focus areas included:
		

1.
Building a Competency-based Selection Process
2.
Effective Interviewing
3.
New Teacher Cultivation and Induction
All MERC superintendents and 140 principals and school-based leaders have participated
in the Strategic Staffing Institutes. Principals have spent approximately 16 in-class hours
learning how to lead teacher selection, interview, cultivate and induct new teachers. As
new districts join and new school leaders emerge, additional Institutes are provided. To
date, the MERC districts have collectively spent approximately $125,800 to improve the
recruitment and retention of highly effective teachers.
•

•
•
•

Outcomes

Less turnover: Survey data revealed that MERC districts were replacing on average one
third of their teachers annually. After participation in the Strategic Staffing Institutes the
need to replace teachers has dropped to 8 percent in the best situation with a high of 14
percent in the worst situation, still a stunning improvement over previous years.
Better scheduling and planning: Districts have developed earlier recruitment activities.
More effective teacher placement: Districts have gone to school-based teacher selection.
Improved Onboarding: Districts have made a significant time reduction in onboarding
new teachers — three days instead of weeks.
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Leadership Development

Attorney David Sciarra, executive director of the Education Law Center in Newark,
N.J., addresses the MERC
Leadership Academy – the
Politics of Education. Sciarra
is an expert in school funding
litigation.
The efficacy and effectiveness of school-based leadership teams is a continuing challenge
for schools and school districts. Ensuring that the leadership of learning communities is
constantly growing and developing, informed and actively engaged in the issues confronting education, and exposed to best practices and thought leadership is very difficult.
The MERC Leadership Academy was conceived to be a forum for continious growth and development. MERC superintendents have consistently observed that there are few, affordable
opportunities for education leadership to participate in content-rich learning experiences.
The MERC Leadership Academy is a series of one-day, intensive learning experiences designed for district and school-based leadership teams. Each Academy has a keynote address,
workshops and professional fellowship over a meal. Each district has committed to send a
three-person leadership team from schools in their district. Five Leadership Academies have
been organized for the 2015-16 academic year. They are:
1. Politics of Public Education — legislation, funding, regulations.
2. Curriculum and Instructional Design — digital content, pedagogy, high-performing schools.
3. Eliminating Low-Performing Schools — turning around chronically low-performing schools.
4. Education and Economic Development in Mississippi — building and sustaining an economic engine for state and local communities.
5. Strategic Communications In and Beyond the Schoolhouse — improving
channels of communications with various constituents.
•
•
•
•
•

Outcomes

An average of 125 practitioners have participated in three of the planned Academies.
Collectively, participating leadership teams have devoted more than 3,000 hours to the
learning experiences.
$75,000 in shared expenses have been expended on the MERC Leadership Academy
Evaluation data reports that practitioners find the sessions “highly useful.”
Participation has extended beyond MERC school-based leadership teams.
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MERC: Moving Forward

Robert J. Marzano, Ph.D., cofounder and CEO of Marzano Research in Denver, CO,
leads a roundtable discussion with superintendents at the MERC Leadership Academy - Curriculum and Instructional Design on Dec. 2, 2015. Marzano, one of the
nation’s leading experts in education instruction and school reform, was the keynote
speaker.
When MERC came together in 2012, its goals were to provide creativity and support for districts willing and motivated to work together for
positive change in their schools. The past three years have shown collaboration and innovation can achieve positive outcomes.
New, different, and innovative models are needed to accelerate achievement in rural, poor and under-performing districts. Innovation needs
support. MERC is a model of sharing best practices, pooling resources
and coordinating activities.
It is now time to move forward with what we know and where we can
go to achieve the greater good.
1. MERC is growing.
2. The MERC model is replicable.
3. Additional philanthropic support can be used to:
• Support a Teacher Recognition Initiative
• Develop a New Teacher Network
• Enhance integration of technology into instruction efforts
• Educate and inform public policy leaders on relevant issues, best
practices, intended and unintended consequences of policy decisions
• Enhance strategic communications
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About P3 Strategies, LLC

Pamela Shaw | Founder & President
The mission of P3 Strategies, LLC, is to enhance the quality of life for all children and their
communities. We partner with schools and districts, non-profits, for-profits, businesses
and governments to accelerate achievement for students and schools. We advocate for
policies and programs that advance health, education and the well-being of all children.
We communicate information to multiple constituents. And, we assist our clients integrate
real-time data into their programs and services. A devotion to social justice and civil society undergirds all of our work.
Pamela Shaw, J.D., founder & president, hails from Vicksburg, Miss., and is a product of
Vicksburg Public Schools. A senior manager, entrepreneur and public policy analyst, Pamela 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. She has degrees from Southern
University and the University of Maryland.
Irving Hamer is a senior executive and academic with leadership experience in the public
and private sectors. Hamer's experience includes school 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
non-profit sectors. A native of New York City, Hamer holds advanced degrees from Harvard
University.
David Hampton is a veteran journalist who spent more than 35 years in various writer and
editor positions at Mississippi newspapers. Hampton, a native of Tennessee, received his BA
in journalism from the University of Memphis in 1975. While in college he worked for The
Commercial Appeal and, upon graduation, came to Mississippi as a reporter for The Daily
Sentinel Star in Grenada. He joined the Jackson newspapers in 1976 as a government and
political writer. He was assigned to The Clarion-Ledger/Jackson Daily News Washington,
D.C., bureau in 1982 and came back to Mississippi as city editor for the Daily News and
then The Clarion-Ledger. He became editorial director in 1986 and oversaw the The Clarion-Ledger’s opinion pages for 26 years before his retirement from the newspaper in 2012.
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Mississippi Education Reform Collaborative
P3 Strategies, LLC
PO Box 4584
Jackson, MS 39296-4584
866-802-0421
info@p3strategies.net
www.p3strategies.net

OUR PARTNERS
The Foundation
for the Mid South
supports community
efforts that help
students succeed
academically.

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

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

The Center for Education
Innovation works for sustainable change in communities through education.

