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McDowell County is an American story that deserves a new
chapter—one filled with promise, with goodwill, with the type

of shared commitment that offers solid reasons to believe in a
brighter future. Be a part of this historic partnership and show
your support for McDowell’s children and the greater community
by joining the effort at www.reconnectingmcdowell.org.

Reconnecting McDowell Achieves
Significant Accomplishments in First Year

¢ Broadband Internet service
to all McDowell County pub-
lic schools and 10,000 homes
through a $9.7 million invest-
ment by Shentel
Communications.

¢ 4,500 free books provided
to McDowell County children
through First Book.

¢ New band instruments valued
at $30,000 for Mount View High
School from the VH1 Save the
Music Foundation.

These are just a few of the
accomplishments achieved
through the Reconnecting McDowell
initiative launched just one year ago—
and there is so much more to come.

Reconnecting McDowell launched
on Dec. 16, 2011, as a comprehensive,
long-term effort to make educational
improvement in McDowell County the
route to a brighter economic future.

Nearly 40 original partners from the
business, foundation, government, non-
profit and labor sectors committed to the
collaborative effort to seek solutions to
the county’s complex problems. There are
now more than 110 partners and friends,
which gives you a sense of the interest
and impact that Reconnecting McDowell
is generating.

Many state and local businesses
and organizations are Reconnecting
McDowell partners, including Grace
Bible Church, Pioneer Community Bank,
Southern Highlands Community Mental
Health Center and the West Virginia
National Guard. The National Guard
works in the county in many ways,
from providing disaster relief and school-
based anti-drug programs to promoting
economic development.

“| take a lot of hope from the reaction
of the high school students | meet who
see many opportunities for them and
their communities because of Reconnect-
ing McDowell,” says Col. James Runyon
of the West Virginia National Guard.
“They see Reconnecting McDowell
making big, positive changes, as well as
inspiring them to get involved to make

Students at Mount View High School participating
in an online Spanish class.

their county more livable.” Col. Runyon
is a member of Reconnecting McDowell’s
Jobs and the Economy subcommittee and
is assisting Peni Adams of the McDowell
County Economic Development Authority
with a comprehensive SWOT (strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats)
analysis to help county businesses and
nonprofits work together more effec-
tively and efficiently, and to improve the
business culture in the county.

One of those McDowell students
willing to roll up her sleeves is Phyllis
Waldron, a senior at River View High
School. At a recent student roundtable
convened by the U.S. Department of
Education, she noted that “you can’t
complain about what you don’t have,
if you don't give back.” Several other
high school students echoed that
sentiment and said they want to return
to McDowell County after attending
college to start businesses, health clinics
and serve as role models for younger
students to stay in school and graduate.
The students also noted that teacher and
school staff turnover has been hard on
them during their school years and that
this problem must be addressed.

Many people, not just students, point
to the long-standing teacher short-
age and high staff turnover rate in
McDowell as an impediment to school
improvement. Combating this problem
will require multifaceted solutions that
focus on housing, transportation and
technology. “Reconnecting McDowell is
still exploring all possibilities to cre-
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ate a teacher village and other
high-quality affordable housing
options; establishing a teacher-
in-residence program in partner-
ship with Concord University; and
increasing recreational, dining and
shopping choices for all residents
of McDowell County to attract and
retain a robust teaching corps,”
says Bob Brown, project manager
for Reconnecting McDowell.

The work has just begun

Here are some of the projects that
Reconnecting McDowell partners
are continuing to implement:

e McDowell County Innovation Zone:
Thanks to legislation passed unanimously
by the state Legislature, McDowell public
schools will have the flexibility and au-
thority to use cutting-edge strategies to
raise academic achievement. The legisla-
tion calls for community-based decision-
making on programs and budgets to best
fit the needs of schools, students and
educators.

¢ Teacher-in-Residence Program: In 2013,

McDowell schools will be able to partici-

pate in this program to fill open teaching
positions, while attracting well-prepared
local teachers to the county schools.

e Family Literacy Centers: Centers with
books from First Book and reading tips
for parents will be established in 10
locations throughout McDowell, includ-
ing schools, early childhood education
centers and a WIC center.

Many other projects are on the hori-
zon to help improve McDowell County’s
education system, community services and
economic prospects. Stay tuned and get
involved. By working together, we can
make McDowell a better and easier place
to live, work and grow. As AFT President
Randi Weingarten said at the Reconnect-
ing McDowell launch: “McDowell County
is an American story that deserves a new
chapter. Given the challenges, being con-
ventional won't be good enough. We will
be flexible, creative and entrepreneurial,
and will take risks.”
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Want to get involved or learn more?
For more information about Reconnecting McDowell or to find out how you can get involved,
contact AFT-West Virginia staff member Debra EImore at delmore@aftwv.org or 304-552-5766.




