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Education touches every life in our community, 
and the Education Division of the Chamber 
is committed to making that touch a positive 

influence for everyone in Calhoun County. One 
of the five major divisions of the Chamber, the 
goal of the Education Division includes “ensuring 
workplace ready workers and educational systems 
that attract new residents” to our county. There are 
really three emphases in our division: Leadership 
Calhoun County, Youth Leadership Calhoun 
County, and the Education Committee, which 
meets monthly to discuss and act upon traditional 
“education” issues from birth through graduate 
school.

Education Committee
The Education Committee is made up from a group 
of concerned community members representing 
schools, businesses, social agencies, and local 
governments, and others. About 35 members 
come together each month (usually on the first 
Wednesday at 8:30 AM), but some months the 
attendance is even greater depending of the topics 
for discussion.

In 2007 the Education Committee is focusing 
its attention to the issues raised in September 
2006 through the Community Conversation on 
Education (CCOE) as well as meeting objectives 
laid out by the Chamber board in 2006. The CCOE 
pulled together dozens of business, education, 
and community members at large to discuss issues 
facing children and schools. The three areas of 
concentration were identified for helping students:

1.	 Basic skills such as communication, 		
	 using technology, meeting minimum state 	
		 performance standards.
2.	 Career skills and life skills like getting 		
	 and keeping a good job, as well as making 	
	 good choices about important life decisions, 	
	 managing finances, and becoming aware of 	
	 the opportunities for the future.
3.	 Character building skills including 		
	 responsible citizenship, and community 		
	 involvement.

While committee members realize that all of these 
are areas in which schools are already working with 
students and their families, we believe that there 
are specialty areas where the community can be 
more involved in helping schools make that positive 
impact of the lives of our children, and thus of the 
future of our community.

ESP (Employability Skills Program), CHOICES, Class Act, 
and High Class are four projects through which the Education 
Committee is working to support schools. 

ESP was developed as a partnership between 
Wellborn High School and Chamber members 
in 2005-06. It includes helping students explore 
career opportunities and develop a sense of their 
own career interests. Students also learn how to 
search and apply for jobs, dress for interviews, and 
talk to potential employers. Other areas include 
managing and saving money and making sound 
financial choices. Reality Check, a project of 
the Cooperative Extension Service led by Isaac 
Chappell, is an important part of the decision-
making curriculum. 
At the end of the semester students participate in 
an actual interview performed by a local Chamber 
volunteer and they visit at least one highlighted 
industry in Calhoun County. In the spring of 2007, 
with the assistance of Gadsden State Community 
College’s Cardinal Connection, ESP was expanded 
to Jacksonville, Anniston, and Ohatchee high 
schools. With more volunteers it could be expanded 
to every high school in the county by 2008!

CHOICES began at Anniston Middle School 
in 2006 and was also offered at Weaver this 
past spring. Targeted at middle-school age kids, 
CHOICES is just what it says. Students go through 
a variety of activities designed to help them 
understand the impact of everyday choices on their 
futures.

Class Act and its high school successor, High 
Class, are project geared specifically to Anniston 
Middle School and Anniston High School. These 

Quality of Education Brings New Residents To Calhoun County
By Dr. Eric Mackey, Education Committee Chairman
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The news is good for Alabama’s schools, kindergarten through University. The 
Alabama Legislature has just passed a record annual appropriation for education 
and the largest bond issue for schools in Alabama’s history, $1.07 billion. The 

Alabama Education Trust Fund continues to grow thanks to a strong economy, and the 
dark specter of “proration” isn’t even in the economic forecast. 

No matter what funding is available for education, if a foundation is not laid for a 
child prior to entering school that child faces a learning gap that may never be filled. 
America’s Children and the Child and Family Policy Center reported in 2004 that, 
“While 85% of a child’s brain development occurs by age three, less than 1% of public 
investments in education and development have occurred by that time in Alabama.” 
The U. S. Department of Education indicates that for children who are not reading on 
grade level in first grade, there is a 90% chance that they will not be on grade level by 
fourth grade. It is estimated that half the gap in children’s school achievement is present 
when they enter school.

A Nobel Prize winner in economics, Dr. James J. Heckman stated in The Wall Street 
Journal, January 2006, “The best way to improve schools is to improve the students 
sent to them. Early interventions promote schooling, raise the quality of the workforce, 
enhance the productivity of schools, as well as reduce crime, teenage pregnancy and 
welfare dependency. They raise earnings and promote social attachment.” Heckman 
estimates that the return on dollars invested in early childhood education, just on 
personal earnings alone, is as high as 15 % to 17%. 

School readiness is important. The Alabama Partnership for Children and its 
Executive Director, Gail B. Piggott developed a “Blueprint for School Readiness.” It 
is a comprehensive plan for children zero to five to ensure healthy development and 
readiness for success in school and life. The equation is simple Ready Families + Ready 
Communities + Ready Services (Health, Early Childhood Education) + Ready Schools 
= Ready Children with Bright Futures.

Parents and families play the most critical role in children’s healthy development. 
Providing the resources, information and supportive network to parents enables 
families to do their best job of raising healthy, ready children. Parents need a wide 
range of supports and connections to provide stable homes where children can thrive. 
Community emphasis should be on empowering families as first teachers, primary 
caregivers and  supporters of children. Access to health insurance and a consistent 
health care provider are necessary for children’s optimum development. This includes 
prenatal care, well-baby check-ups and immunizations, detection and treatment of 
illness, and periodic development screenings with appropriate referrals.

Because schools are accountable for the progress of children once they enter 
kindergarten, schools need to support efforts to enhance children’s readiness. The 
transition into kindergarten and the first few grades often lays the foundation for 
success or failure in school. Schools can provide leadership and guidance for a better 
transition to improve the likelihood of early success, and schools are uniquely situated 
to share key data about kindergarten readiness.

Here in Calhoun County programs have begun to help children. Through an 
initiative of the United Way of East Central Alabama, Dolly Parton’s Imagination 
Library is now available to all preschool children (birth until their fifth birthday). Each 
month a new, carefully selected book is mailed to the child’s home. They can look 
forward to new and exciting reading adventures until they turn five years old, as long as 
they remain a resident of Calhoun County. Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library is a free 
gift when the family commits to read to the child. The Family Links program directed 

The chamber continues its ongoing pursuit of 
educational reform through the personal involvement 
of our staff and volunteers who serve in numerous 

positive programs and initiatives. We are always looking 
for information on best practices and new programs. 

With that in mind, the chamber has moved the date 
for our traditional Washington Fly-in to coincide with the 
U.S. Chamber’s Summit on Education and the Work Force. 
This top flight opportunity includes the brightest and best 
from inside educational and business circles, including Ben 
Bernanke, Chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank. They 
even have a reception at the Finnish Embassy. The Fly-In is 
open to anyone interested in the issue of creating a work-
force-ready graduate. While all attendees must pay their 
own way, the Chamber has made group purchases to lower 
the costs. 

We will also take advantage of the time in DC to hear 
from Alabama’s Congressional delegation.  We will have 
a reception hosted by Congressman Mike Rogers and a 
breakfast with all seven Alabama representatives, w will 
also have meetings with Senator Sessions and Senator 
Shelby. Additionally, if delegates wish to meet personally 
with staff or elected officials, Congressman Rogers’ staff 
will try to make the necessary arrangements. 

We hope to return with more pro-active measures 
to ensure that Calhoun County students have the best 
learning opportunities available. We are proud that, 
although we are a business organization, we are also a 
community development organization with a passion for 
improving education. If you share in this vision and wish 
to participate, you may complete the form in this issue or 
call Sherri Sumners or Lynda Aker at 237-3536 for further 
information. 
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