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Cooper: Banners And Banner Education 

August 26th, 2016 by Clint Cooper in Opinion Free Press Read Time: 2 mins.  

 

Hamilton County Schools interim Superintendent Dr. Kirk Kelly arrives at Ooltewah High 

School earlier this week to present the school a banner for its 1.1 percent increase on average 

ACT scores. 

Photo by Dan Henry /Times Free Press.  

If the Hamilton County Schools district continues to make the same progress on its average ACT 

score as it did in 2016, it will exceed the current state average in 2018. 

That's something to celebrate, especially with the average public school ACT score in the state 

remaining flat from 2015 and the average ACT score in the country falling from 21 to 20.8. 

However, the state's goal is to increase the average ACT score to 21 by 2020, making the target 

more difficult for local schools. 

The district also can cite gains in ACT scores at 12 of its 22 high schools, including two points at 

Hamilton County Collegiate High and 1.1 points at Ooltewah High and at two majority minority 

schools (Howard School and East Ridge High). It also showed an overall increase in college 
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readiness of its students — not college attendance — from 13 percent in 2013 to 16 percent in 

2016. 

To show its appreciation to the individual schools where ACT progress was achieved, Hamilton 

County Schools administrators recently had banners made for them. 

We hope a year from today the district will have exhausted its banners budget because the gains 

at schools are so numerous. 

Since the state TNReady tests taken by high school students in the 2015-2016 school year do not 

count because of test platform glitches, the ACT scores will be one of few accurate measures of 

progress that districts will receive. 

To be sure, the ACT report had mixed news for Hamilton County. 

The score for the district's lowest-performing high school, Brainerd, fell by a half point to 14.0, 

continuing a downward trend. The score for Tyner Academy, which has a 95.2 percent minority 

population, fell for the third straight year. 

None of the graduates at Howard School or Hamilton County Virtual School, and only 1 percent 

of students at Brainerd and Tyner, met college-ready benchmarks. 

All Tennessee high school students must take a post-secondary readiness test such as the ACT or 

SAT. Thanks to Tennessee lawmakers, all juniors or seniors can take the ACT at no cost if they 

do so on the statewide testing date, which is March 21 in 2017. If high school juniors take the 

ACT or the SAT, in a first-in-the-nation opportunity, they can take it again as seniors for free. 

All students who take a post-secondary readiness test will not be going to college. But since area 

industry leaders hope more and more at least will go on to some type of post-secondary training 

or certification, a level of high school measurement is necessary. 

Just as recently released effectiveness scores were for teachers, ACT scores are only one 

measure of a student's ability. They do not exist in a vacuum, but they are not fabricated, 

manipulated or spun by the media, either. They are what they are, and they tell what they tell. 

The job for Hamilton County Schools administrators and teachers, along with parents, guardians, 

community members and the students themselves, is to find ways to improve those scores. A 

banner is a nice way to mark the most recent ACT gains, but a student with a good post-

secondary job and a living wage — due to a sound high school education — is a better long-

distance yardstick for all concerned. 

 



Cooper: Hamilton County school board 

needs clear focus 

October 22nd, 2016 by Clint Cooper in Opinion Free Press Read Time: 1 min.  

 

Hamilton County Board of Education Chairman Dr. Steve Highlander, right, confers with 

Interim Superintendent Dr. Kirk Kelly during a school board meeting. 

Photo by Angela Lewis Foster /Times Free Press.  

By this time next week, the Hamilton County Board of Education may have settled on 

superintendent qualifications and a search firm to find one. 

But the lack of focus in Thursday's meeting, in which members struggled to discuss the specifics 

of both issues after having delayed voting on a search firm for a month, is troubling. 

"We're acting like children," board Chairman Steve Highlander said, appropriately. 

The superintendent search, as several of the board's new members noted in their pre-election 

editorial board interviews with the Times Free Press, will be the most important item on their 

agenda this year. So it's important to get it right. 

In their interviews, though, the then-candidates advocated better board communications, said 

they didn't like the dithering they often saw among members and believed the public expected 

them to move with some urgency. 
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"There is a perception of [the board] not dealing with issues in a timely manner," said Kathy 

Lennon, who went on to win the District 2 seat in August. 

"There seems to be an inability to form great relationships," said Tiffanie Robinson, who took 

the District 4 seat. 

"The track record doesn't show [the board has] got a handle on it," said Joe Wingate, who 

captured the District 7 seat. 

Perhaps those needs require Highlander to schedule additional meetings. Perhaps they require 

members to do more homework. Perhaps they mean they all should look a little harder for 

common ground. 

As important as it is to find a change agent to run the school district, it's also important not to 

draw out the search process. The longer the process takes, the easier it becomes to fall back on 

the interim leadership in place. And while that leadership is earnestly taking steps to try new 

approaches, the county needs a superintendent with a track record of success in such work. 

Meanwhile, the students in the system deserve a focused school board to make that happen. 

 



Cooper: Build new Chattanooga School for 

the Liberal Arts  

February 17th, 2017 by Clint Cooper in Opinion Free Press Read Time: 2 mins.  

 

The Hamilton County Board of Education and the Hamilton County Commission should look at 

replacing the 68-year-old Chattanooga School for the Liberal Arts building for more than just 

physical reasons. 

Photo by John Rawlston /Times Free Press.  

The list of new school construction projects and deferred maintenance projects that was expected 

to be put in the hands of members of the Hamilton County Board of Education Thursday night 

would stop a truck. 

The deferred maintenance costs already are known to be well over $200 million, and it would not 

be surprising if potential new school construction included projects even board members weren't 

aware had reached a crucial need. 

Whether one dime is allotted to new school construction in the county's fiscal 2018 budget or 

whether projects have to wait for a future date, we believe Chattanooga School for the Liberal 

Arts (CSLA) should be a top priority. That's no disrespect to Harrison Elementary School, which 

is 77 years old and should be replaced. 
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But we believe a new CSLA, which could be built on the site of the 68-year-old school, is 

imperative for several reasons. Yes, parents and students were promised a new school some 15 

years ago, but that's beside the point. Yes, the school has decay, mice and mold, but that's also 

beside the point. 

We believe it's important to build and expand the K-12 magnet school to offer a more rigorous 

educational opportunity for a larger, diverse student body willing to do the work. A magnet 

school should not be confused with a private school, but a magnet school is built around a 

focused theme and might be the closest some students come to the same type of private-school 

learning environment. 

Essentially, all of the students are there for the same reason. 

According to CSLA's mission statement, its students will be proficient in the use of mathematical 

skills, fluent in literacy skills and will participate respectfully and responsibly in a democratic 

learning community. 

Parental involvement also is a requirement at the school, as it is for all Hamilton County magnet 

schools except for the STEM School Chattanooga. Parents annually must put in 18 hours of 

service, ensuring a continuing interest in the school and their child's education. 

But a commitment to an expanded CSLA — with at least a $55 million price tag — does 

something else. It signals that the school district and the school board — with the willingness of 

the funding arm of the County Commission — are serious about changing the learning 

environment for students. It implies those bodies understand it's not just the building that's most 

important but the type of instruction and learning going on in the building (with support on the 

home front). 

The local school district, in CSLA and its sister school Chattanooga School for the Arts and 

Sciences, has a model that works for a diverse population of students who want to work. Every 

public school can't — and shouldn't — be a magnet school, but the district should always be 

looking for new environments that might engage students — especially minority students in low-

performing schools — who just need a chance. 

An expanded CSLA could be that chance for a number of Hamilton County students. 

 



Cooper: Convincing remains for school 

funders 

April 18th, 2017 by Clint Cooper in Opinion Free Press Read Time: 2 mins.  

 

Hamilton County Department of Education interim Superintendent, Kirk Kelly, right, says if he 

doesn't present the Hamilton County Commission with a request for an additional $33.5 million 

for local public schools, the county won't know the district needs it. 

Photo by Robin Rudd /Times Free Press.  

Two years ago, then-Hamilton County Schools Superintendent Rick Smith barnstormed through 

the county, suggesting a 40-cent property tax increase to raise $34 million for local public 

schools. 
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His hope was there would be such a groundswell of support from the public that the Hamilton 

County Commission would have no choice but to fund his request. 

The public and the commission had other ideas. The public said it already was taxed too much, 

and county commissioners said they were not convinced the additional funds would bring up the 

district's poor test scores. 

The Hamilton County Board of Education approved a budget that included the additional funds, 

only to be told by County Mayor Jim Coppinger to go back and submit a balanced budget 

without the extra funds. 

Following that defeat, Smith and the schools endured a year's equivalent of the book "Alexander 

and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day." 

At the end of that school year, despite a multitude of setbacks, interim Superintendent Dr. Kirk 

Kelly requested $24 million more for the schools. In time, the school board again was told to 

return with a balanced budget, which would include an increase of $11.8 million from tax growth 

and state funding. 

This year, the interim superintendent is suggesting an increase of $33.5 million, which doesn't 

account for an estimated $9 million the district will receive from tax growth and state funding, 

and school board members will vote on that budget this week. 

Kelly, advised last week by school board member Joe Smith to present a balanced budget with a 

list of needs and the explanation for them, instead said he felt there still would be time to present 

a balanced budget if the county rejects the extra funding. If we don't request it, he said, how will 

the county know we need it? 

We believe the county knows — has heard it from reports on every school board meeting, has 

heard it from school board members (some exhaustively more than others), has heard it in 

consideration of school maintenance and school construction issues, and, most recently has heard 

it from community schools group UnifiEd. 

Commissioners are sympathetic about some of the district's funding needs but are wary of 

committing even more money without seeing something of a turnaround in county schools, 

whose total take increases every year despite no tax increase. They, like the public, want to see 

improved test scores, a superintendent in place and a pledge to shake things up. 

Taxes for schools haven't been raised in 12 years. As evident as some of the district's needs are, 

we believe there is some convincing of the public and the county commission to be done before 

such a deal can be closed. 

 



Cooper: Balanced budget was good move 

April 22nd, 2017 by Clint Cooper in Opinion Free Press Read Time: 3 mins.  

 

Hamilton County Schools interim Superintendent Dr. Kirk Kelly, left, talks with Dr. Steve 

Highlander, chairman of the Hamilton County Board of Education, at a school board meeting 

earlier this school year. 

Photo by Angela Lewis Foster /Times Free Press.  

The Hamilton County Board of Education has tried the all-in-one way of presenting its budget to 

the Hamilton County Commission. Now it will try the cafeteria strategy. 

On Thursday, the school board voted 5-4 not to present the commission a budget for 2017-2018 

with $33.5 million in extra funding it says it needs, but instead voted to offer the body a balanced 

budget accompanied by a prioritized list of those needs. In other words, instead of telling the 

commission to fund all its needs, it plans to ask the commission to select cafeteria-style among 

the district's needs it might be willing to fund. 

It may or may not be any more effective than asking for the whole enchilada, but it's probably 

the most expedient thing the board could do. 
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Board member Joe Smith, in suggesting the body table the motion to present the commission 

with the $33.5 million in extra funding, said county commissioners need to see the board can 

manage the money it gets — being stingy with spending but "always advocating" for student 

needs. They need "to know we know how to balance a budget," he said, and the board should 

"show respect" in giving them one. 

That may be especially true in light of several comments made in support of the extra-funds 

budget at the meeting. 

Hamilton County Education Association President Dan Liner referred to the extra funds as 

"peanuts" compared to the totality of the county budget, Howard School principal Chris Earl said 

the Hamilton County Principals Association recently met to discuss three items that might be cut 

from the budget and came up with "nothing, nothing and nothing," and board member Karitsa 

Jones said the lack of funding was causing a "lost generation" to be "dying in the streets." 

The problem is that both sides in the high-stakes game hold high cards, but the county 

commission will always hold the aces because it is the funding body. The school board can offer 

up a more than $200 million maintenance backlog, its willingness to spend down its reserve 

funds, its crumbling school buildings and its list of needs it says the schools must have in order 

to improve and thrive. But the county can show spending on schools that increases every year 

from state funding and tax revenue, numbers that show the county gets more funding per pupil 

than only a handful of counties in the state (through the Basic Education Program funding 

formula), and pleas from citizens not to raises taxes. 

"It's a broken system," board member Dr. David Testerman said, repeating words he uses almost 

every meeting. When the budget process is complete, county commission members "are the 

heroes" for not raising taxes," he said, and "we are the villains" for asking for extra money. 

If board members' understanding is correct, they may not get any this year, either. Smith said he 

had talked to every commissioner, and none would commit to raising property taxes. Board 

chairman Steve Highlander said he'd talked to a majority of commissioners and got the same 

response. 

Yet, most board members indicated county commissioners are well aware of the schools' funding 

needs and are in many ways sympathetic. But they are answerable to the members of the public 

and, as Smith said, "I think they (the public) need more convincing." 

Board member Joe Wingate said even though the board has shown more "collaboration and 

teamwork with the county commission" than in years past, it is incumbent upon the district "to 

show itself a good system" that has the ability "to take care of our house." 

That puts the ball squarely in Hamilton County Mayor Jim Coppinger's court. He'll receive the 

school board's budget and priority list, assuming it's approved next week; discuss it with 

commissioners and school district leaders May 9; and then submit the countywide budget several 

weeks later. 



As opposed to the funding being "peanuts," the mayor told the Times Free Press public education 

is the county's top priority and receives more funding than any other part of county government. 

It's true that property taxes haven't been increased for schools in 12 years, and it's equally true 

that year over year funds for the school district have never not increased. If no more money will 

be forthcoming, the district's priority list for spending extra funds is moot. If Coppinger, and 

county commissioners in turn, grant the system more funds, we believe a priority list can be of 

help. We believe the board's decision in tabling the extra-funds budget and presenting one that is 

balanced, at least in this case, was the right move. 

 



Cooper: For students, why us versus them? 

April 29th, 2017 by Clint Cooper in Opinion Free Press Read Time: 3 mins.  

 

Kelly Alling, left, and her husband, Ted Alling, shed tears as the Chattanooga Preparatory 

School they want to start is approved by the Hamilton County Board of Education. 

Photo by Doug Strickland /Times Free Press.  

 

On one end of the room where the Hamilton County Board of Education met Thursday, Ted and 

Kelly Alling were weeping joyfully after the proposal for the Chattanooga Preparatory School 

they want to start was approved. 

On the other end, school board member Karitsa Mosley Jones also was wiping away tears as she 

quickly left the room after the meeting ended and went directly to her car, having commented 

during the meeting on the charter school proposal by reminding the public of "how much money 

we have to pay out" for charter schools. 
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Where it comes to Hamilton County public school students, why must there be a winner and a 

loser? 

The Allings, who moved to Chattanooga in 2002, have felt a burden for many years to help local 

students in impoverished communities. They determined, after visiting the successful 

Chattanooga Girls Leadership Academy (CGLA), that launching a companion charter school for 

boys was the right move. 

They certainly didn't have to make the commitment to start the school or buy two buildings to 

house the school in the Highland Park community adjacent to CGLA. Money buys a lot of other 

fineries than the headaches of starting a school from scratch, remodeling the buildings into state-

of-the-art classrooms and buying an additional piece of property to build an athletic stadium for 

both schools. 

The school is scheduled to start in 2018 with 60 sixth-graders, have a STEM (science, 

technology, engineering, math) curriculum and emphasize mentorship. Plans are to add one 

grade each year. 

The request to approve Chattanooga Preparatory School came from Hamilton County assistant 

superintendent Zac Brown, who — with other Hamilton County Schools officials — had been 

tasked with making certain all the t's had been crossed and the i's dotted by charter applicants. 

"If we felt [the application] still needed work," he said in answer to a question by school board 

member Joe Galloway, "the board has an option to deny." 

Jones couched her comments on the new charter school as us versus them. 

If per-pupil expenditures are about $8,000, she reasoned, spending on 60 students would mean 

$480,000 would come out of the Hamilton County Schools budget and go to Chattanooga 

Preparatory School. 

"We lose that amount," Jones said. "I just kind of want to make that public knowledge so our 

community understands how much money we have to pay out — that doesn't go into an actual 

public school. It goes to a public option. I just want the community to understand that." 

To extend that, she had Brown explain that the district currently has 1,090 students in charter 

schools and Christie Jordan, assistant superintendent for finance/purchasing, note that the 

county's three charter schools receive $8.8 million for those students. 

What Jones, who also made the motion last week for a sense-of-the-board vote against voucher 

legislation that would help students in failing schools, seems not to grasp is that the money 

follows the student. The district didn't earn the money, and it's not the district's to give. 

Board member Tiffanie Robinson, who did not cast a vote on the charter because of her business 

relationship with the Allings, made a case for the school. 



"The kids in my district, along with Karitsa's district," she said, "are absolutely looking for 

something unique. More importantly, they're looking for a community to be a part of." 

Board member Rhonda Thurman said Hamilton County parents crave educational options for 

their students. 

"I think parents should have the choice to send their kids to school wherever they want," she 

said. "Parents are going to have themselves options, and they're going to take advantage of those 

options whether it's through vouchers, charter schools or whatever they have to do." 

Both Thurman and Robinson said they didn't believe Chattanooga Preparatory School would 

have any trouble getting the 60 students they would need to open. 

"Just remember," Thurman reminded those present when she cast her vote for the charter school, 

"this is not our money. The money belongs to the taxpayers." 

The vote, with Robinson's abstention and even Jones voting a weak "yes," was 8-0. 

"I think [this] was a huge opportunity for Chattanooga — for us to see people stepping out of the 

business community into our world, into the education community, to take on a really big 

endeavor," said Robinson, whose schools stand to lose the most students to the charter. "I know 

their hearts are absolutely in the right place. They're doing it because they care." 

Caring about students — and not in which school the money is housed — should always be the 

first priority for our public schools. 

 


