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McDowell County is an American story that deserves a new
chapter—one filled with promise, with goodwill, with the type
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of shared commitment that offers solid reasons to believe in a

www.ReconnectingMcDowell.org

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 Is Improving
Schools and Communities

Thirty first-graders from Ms.
Bowles' and Ms. Hatfield’s
classes at Welch Elementary
School recited the Pledge of
Allegiance to begin the
Reconnecting McDowell part-
ners meeting Sept. 20; more
than 150 people attended

the event at the National
Guard Armory in Welch, W.Va.
The meeting kicked off an
action-packed day focused

on highlighting the progress
made in the nine months since
the public-private partnership
was launched. The long-term
goal of Reconnecting McDowell is to
revitalize the county’s struggling edu-
cation system, community services and
economy.

“McDowell County is slowly but
surely becoming reconnected on a
variety of fronts, thanks to the collab-
orative work of more than 100 part-
ners and friends,” AFT president Randi
Weingarten told those in attendance.
“When the partnership was launched,
I said McDowell is an American story
that deserves a new chapter. We are
now working chapter by chapter, and
are committed to completing the book
over the next few years.”

Books and band instruments
At the meeting, West Virginia first lady
Joanne Tomblin presented a $50,000
check from Verizon to First Book to con-
tinue its efforts to provide free books
to children in McDowell. The money
will be used to continue book distribu-
tions and establish 10 family reading
centers in the county. These centers will
be located in schools and other commu-
nity locations to provide places where
parents and children have access to free
books, reading tips and “keeper books”
they can take home. To date, First Book
has given away 4,000 books, with the
promise of 18 more books per child, per
year for the next five years.

Tomblin also announced that VH1
Save the Music Foundation, in collabora-

tion with the West Virginia Division of
Culture and History, has provided Mount
View High School with $30,000 worth of
musical instruments. Music teacher Chris
Hudson noted that these top-of-the-line
instruments have put music education
within reach of many students who
cannot afford their own instruments:
“When | started, we only had nine stu-
dents enrolled in band. Now, we have
more than 100 beginners.”

The Reconnecting McDowell gover-
nance structure and comprehensive ac-
tion plan, based on input and guidance
from the partners and the community to
implement the project’s short- and long-
term strategies, and goals also were
announced.

Infrastructure improvements
Other progress reports at the meet-

ing included an announcement that

all county schools will be wired with
high-speed broadband by Oct. 1. This is
good news for Mount View High School
librarian Lois Henderson who monitors
several virtual Spanish, chemistry and
calculus classes. “Without the virtual
classes, students would not have the op-
portunity to take these courses.”

A student roundtable discussion with
state Department of Education officials
and Gayle Manchin, state Board of Edu-
cation vice president, was held later in
the day. Some students who take virtual
classes told the officials they couldn’t
do their “virtual homework” because of

the poor Internet service at their
homes. Jimmy Gianato, from
the Reconnecting McDowell
technology subcommittee, as-
sured them the problem would
soon be rectified. Shentel Com-
munications is laying hundreds
of miles of fiber optic cable
connections directly to 10,000
homes by the end of the year.
Among the houses to be
wired are two brand-new af-
fordable homes built by the
Council of Southern Mountains,
a Reconnecting McDowell
partner, which held a commu-
nity ribbon-cutting ceremony and open
house immediately following the part-
ners meeting. Penni Padgett, the organi-
zation's housing coordinator, noted that
excitement about the homes has been
overwhelming. “I knew there would
be interest, but | never expected to get
30-40 calls a day,” she said. The long day
wrapped up at a well-attended com-
munity town hall with U.S. Secretary of
Education Arne Duncan. He noted that
Reconnecting McDowell could become
a national model for other struggling
communities.

“Tears in my eyes”

Teacher recruitment and retention is a
chronic concern in McDowell. At the end
of the town hall, Katie Walker, a new
math teacher at Mount View Middle
School approached AFT president Randi
Weingarten and thanked her for es-
tablishing Reconnecting McDowell and
told her that watching a video about
the project was the reason she came to
McDowell to teach. “After watching the
video with tears in my eyes, and seeing
the great need for teachers here, | saw
that | could make a difference.”

Gayle Manchin, who chairs the
Reconnecting McDowell governance
board, summed up the eventful day and
entire project best when she told part-
ners at the meeting that to fully realize
the goals of the partnership, “This is a
marathon, not a sprint.”
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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.




