
 



 

Dear Friends of Jennings School District: 
 
Thank you for supporting Jennings School District.  One of our goals is to break generational 
poverty through education.  The demographics of Jennings School District include 100% 
free and reduced meals and we have  a 93% graduation rate.  The accreditation achieve-
ments are below: 

MSIP  Movement 2012 2013 2014 2015 

APR Total Points 80/140 92.0/140 109.5/140 113.5/140 

Percent of Points 57.1% 65.7% 78.2% 81.1% 

MSIP 5 Standards 
Points 

Possible 

Points 
Earned 

2012 

Points 
Earned 

2013 

Points 
Earned 

2014 

Points 
Earned 

2015 

1. Academic Achievement 56 33 32 42 46 

2. Subgroup Achievement 14 7.5 8 9.5 10 

3. College and Career Ready 30 2 12 20 18 

4. Attendance 10 7.5 10 8 9.5 

5. Graduation Rate 30 30 30 30 30 

Total 140 80 92 109.5 113.5 

Jennings is a school district bordering Ferguson, Missouri.  Our success and progress is at-
tributed to working with the community to meet their needs.  As a result of a supportive 
school board and an exceptional staff working together, Jennings serves as a national  model 
of excellence in urban education. Our strategies to improve schools focuses on: 

 Content -- Implementing an aligned standards-based curriculum. 
 Relationships -- Building community relationships. 
 Pedagogy -- Having a highly qualified staff with effective instructional techniques. 

 
Enjoy the articles informing readers of initiatives and accomplishments.  You can remain up 
to date on all of the incredible accomplishments by visiting our webpage at 
www.jenningsk12.org where you can sign up to follow us on Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.  If 
you would like to donate to the Friends of Jennings School District Foundation 501(c)(3) stu-
dent scholarship fund, please visit our website at www.jenningsk12.org.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Dr. Tiffany Anderson 
Superintendent of Schools 
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(JENNINGS, MO)  The Jennings School District received the Arcus Award for Achievement in Educational Attain-
ment at the Arcus Awards Ceremony hosted by the St. Louis Regional Chamber on February 25, 2016. Other nominees 
in the category were AT&T, Burns & McDonnell, Engineering Company, Inc., Citi, Harris-Stowe State University, SIUE-
East St. Louis Center and WGU Missouri.  The Arcus Awards celebrate the achievements of companies and leaders they 
say are making the St. Louis region a more attractive place to live, work and invest.  For information on all of category 
winners, click on the Post-Dispatch link below. 
 http://www.stltoday.com/business/local/st-louis-regional-chamber-announces-arcus-award-winners/

article_8df5320b-8720-5e33-aa0a-9e0c0dd6f9ef.html 
 
The Jennings staff, Board of Education and students learned at the exciting event that they won their category.  As with 
all events Superintendent of Schools Dr. Tiffany Anderson attends, students joined her and gave out their business 
cards, networked with CEOs, and they joined the Board and Jennings staff members on stage to accept the award.   Dr. 
Anderson invited Dr. Art McCoy to the stage, a leader she has mentored who will serve as Jennings superintendent in 
2016-17 who will keep the district’s momentum moving.  Dr. Anderson gave a special tribute to the staff and Board of 
Education for their support in her leadership.  Further acknowledgements regarding the important role of the school 
board in supporting teachers and schools can be viewed on the link below. 
 http://www.stlamerican.com/news/columnists/guest_columnists/article_e7af5afe-db79-11e5-82f9-

8313e98dfbeb.html 

There was also a People’s Choice Award category where the general public could select their favorite from all nominees 
across the award categories.  While Jennings received numerous votes, they didn’t qualify because the district was in-
formed they won the category of District Achievement in Educational Attainment.       

Congratulations Jennings staff, families and students on the tremendous progress that continues to be recognized as a 
national model for success in education. 

For more information contact:              
Jennings School District Superintendent’s Office  

2559 Dorwood Drive • Jennings, MO 63136 • Phone: (314) 653-8003 • Fax: (314) 653-8030 
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Governor Jay Nixon recognized Jennings School District 

at the Governor's State of the State Address on January 21, 

2015 for the progress and achievements the district has 

made.    

Superintendent of Schools Dr. Tiffany Anderson shared, 

"The true heart and soul of the district are the staff members 

and students." To share in receiving this recognition, Dr. 

Anderson brought with her as guests Mrs. Melba Davis, 

Jennings Junior High/College Prep Academy principal; Mr. 

Curt Wrisberg, Woodland/Kenneth C. Hanrahan Elemen-

tary principal; and Mrs. Kathy Foster, an English teacher 

who has been awarded by the district for high performance 

for two consecutive years and supports teacher induction 

activities. 

Additionally, Mrs. Foster’s student, Breyannah Parker, was also in attendance.  Breyannah, a seventh-grader at Col-

lege Prep Academy, received a standing ovation when Governor Nixon announced her 4.0 grade point average. 

   Governor Nixon shared that even though 90% of the kids in 

Jennings come from poor families, the district isn’t letting any-

thing hold them back.  Governor Nixon stated, “Jennings stu-

dents have made big leaps forward over the past several years 

with higher test scores and higher graduation rates.  Please join 

me in thanking Dr. Anderson for her leadership and dedication 

to the success of students like Breyannah.” 

“Jennings students have made big 

leaps forward over the past several 

years with higher test scores and 

higher graduation rates.” 

Governor Jay Nixon 

From left to right: Dr. Tiffany Anderson, superinten-

dent; Breyannah Parker, 7th grade College Prep stu-

dent; Mr. Curt Wrisberg, Woodland/Kenneth C. Han-

rahan Elementary principal; Mrs. Kathy Foster, Eng-

lish teacher; Mrs. Melba Davis, Jennings Junior High/

College Prep Academy principal; First Lady Geor-

ganne Nixon; and Governor Jay Nixon. 

Jennings Journal - Winter 2014 
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Education 

Teach For America filling fewer gaps in St. Louis area 
By Elisa Crouch and Koran Addo 
St. Louis Post-Dispatch Aug 27, 2015 

Kimberly Burke of Ferguson, a 2015 corps member of Teach for America, assists 
Talasia Jackson (center), 12, of Jennings, during a College Prep Academy class at 
Jennings Junior High School on Wednesday, Aug. 26, 2015.  Also pictured are 
Desteny Davis (left) and Brandi Conner, both 12 and from Jennings.  Photo by 
Cristina M. Fletes, cfletes@post-dispatch.com 

Kimberly Burke (right), of Ferguson, a 2015 member of Teach for America, 
listens to her teaching mentor, Kathy Foster of Florissant, as they prepare for 
back-to-school night on Wednesday, Aug. 26, 2015.  “I haven’t had a mentee 
this awesome in a long time,” said Foster, the 2014-15 Teacher of the Year for 
the Jennings district.  “She takes advice.  She’s really grown and thriving.”  The 
number of first-year recruits for Teach for America in St. Louis is down this 
year.  Photo by Cristina M. Fletes, cfletes@post-dispatch.com 
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Education 

Jennings schools increase awareness of trauma’s impact on learning 

By Elisa Crouch St. Louis Post-Dispatch Jul 31, 2015 

JENNINGS • The list was a familiar one to the counselors looking at the projector screen inside the Jennings High 
School cafeteria. 
Physical abuse. Violence to mother. Abandonment. Divorce. 
The school counselors nodded their heads, indicating they have high percentages of children in 

their schools who have experienced a number of these traumatic events. This kind of trauma can 
profoundly affect nearly every aspect of a child’s development and ability to function, Patsy Carter of 
the Missouri Department of Mental Health told them. It can hurt a child’s ability to control behavior, 
and have negative consequences on classroom learning. 

It’s an approach to education that the counselors in Jennings worked for two days this week to better understand. 
“This is not a free pass,” Carter said to the counselors and district administrators sitting at three round tables. “But 

if we want their behavior to change we have to look at it through the lens of trauma and the impact.” 
The Jennings School District is on the forefront of work to create trauma-informed schools, places where teachers 

move away from suspending students for disruptive behavior, and toward looking for the root cause of the actions. 
In schools with this mindset, students still face consequences for lashing out at a teacher. But 

teachers and counselors are trained to determine the trigger points for such action, and how to help 
a childmove himself or herself out of stress mode. 

“We really are changing mindsets about how do we work with people — parents, students and teachers,” said Su-
perintendent Tiffany Anderson, who sat through the training sessions. “We really are wrapping services around the 
whole child and helping them better their lives. So often systems are punitive in how they handle these issues. As 
educators we really can be proactive and be problem solvers to look at the root.” 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimate that more than half of the U.S. population has experi-
enced at least one traumatic event during childhood. Children in high-poverty communities such as Jennings are at 
greater risk to experience chronic trauma. 

Though many children are able to move past these experiences, others struggle throughout their life with chronic 
stress. That stress can lead to a long list of health problems and a shorter lifespan. 

Eventually, Anderson wants every staff person in the district — from the principals to the janitors — to go through 
trauma training. 

For the next three years, the district will be partnering with Washington University and the Pediatric 
Residency program at St Louis Children’s Hospital to infuse the approach throughout Jennings 
schools. Funding comes from a grant made possible by the Missouri Foundation for Health and the 
American Academy of Pediatrics. 

“It’s more than just training,” said Sarah Garwood, an assistant professor of pediatrics at Washington University. 
Trauma-sensitive schools began in the state of Washington, where a principal in Walla Walla found that address-

ing trauma is more effective than responding to behavior with punishment alone. Other districts in Missouri, includ-
ing Kansas City and Independence, are integrating this approach into their schools. 

For generations, the standard response to chronic disruptive behavior has been suspension, even for children in 
kindergarten. 

In February, a study by the Center for Civil Rights Remedies at UCLA found 3.5 million U.S. children lost almost 
18 million days of instruction in the 2011-12 school year to suspensions. Keeping students out of school reduces 
their chances of graduation and success, a phenomenon commonly called the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Black elementary school children are more likely to be suspended in Missouri than in any state in 
the nation, the report found. Missouri also has the greatest disparity between how often black and 
white studentsget out-of-school suspensions. 

Educators are increasingly questioning whether suspending students improves their behavior. It’s rare that an 
adult is working with students after they’re sent home — on homework or behavior — often leading to more misbe-
havior, punishment and, eventually, academic failure. 

“It’s a moral imperative that we address the entire child,” Monica Barnes-Boateng, assessment 
and data coordinator for Jennings, said during a break. “We can’t begin to help them with student 
learning outcomes until you address their personal needs.” 
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Fairview Elementary is 2015 Monsanto 
School of Excellence 

Posted: Thursday, September 10, 2015  
7:15 am  
By Rebecca Rivas 
Fairview Primary School in the Jennings School District is just a couple of 
miles away from West Florissant Avenue and Canfield Drive – the area known 
as Ferguson Ground Zero. 
After the initial unrest following Michael Brown Jr.’s death, third-grade teacher 
Chantel Neal gathered her students together and read them a book called 
“Smoky Night” by Eve Bunting. It’s a picture book that tells a story of the after-
math of the Los Angeles riots following the police beating of Rodney King and 
the exoneration of the officers. 
“The pictures mirrored that of the pictures they saw on the news and if they 
were present,” said Neal. “It also shows how the community heals, and that it’s 
going to be okay.” 
Neal was one of the Jennings teachers who helped clean up West Florissant 
in the days after August 9, 2014, when Brown was shot and killed by a Fergu-
son police officer. 
Neal said helping children feel safe and loved is important to their academic 
achievement. Fairview has a strong “community feel” because their families 
live within walking distance, Neal said, but their families are also very transient. 
“It’s not uncommon for our students to be in 10 to 12 schools by the time they 
are in third grade,” said Neal, who has spent 16 years teaching third-graders in 

the district. 
Despite these challenges, Fairview students still perform well on the state’s standardized tests, particularly in math. In 2015, 61 percent of 

Fairview students scored “proficient” in math and 40.3 percent in English on the state’s tests. 
On September 25, Fairview Elementary will receive this year’s Monsanto School of Excellence Award at the 2015 Salute to Excellence in 

Education Gala, which will be held at the America's Center Ballroom. 
DeAun Blumberg, who became the principal of Fairview this fall, said Jennings students and teachers are showing what is possible. 

Sometimes people and educators lose hope, wondering how the children can possibly succeed in the face of all these odds, she said. 
“I have been able to see what the teachers are doing that’s different from other places,” said Blumberg, who came to Fairview from the 

University City School District. “I am so impressed with the rigor and the level that they are asking students to perform.” 
High expectations have become “operationalized” in Jennings, Blumberg said. 
“They actually put procedures and policies in place that support that,” she said. “Every classroom uses materials for the grade level 

above.” 
And for students who aren’t keeping up, they have interventions, she said. 
“In my mind, what is unique about Fairview is intentionality,” she said. 
She said they also benefit from how the district addresses the basic needs – both physical and emotional – of their students and families. 

The majority of the district’s population lives in poverty, she said, and that means there are high student needs. She said they can’t even think 
about the curriculum until they address students’ basic needs, including food, clothing and social services. 

Jennings is one of the few school districts in Missouri that provides free breakfast and lunch to all of its students – along with dinner for 
students who participate in the district’s after-school programming. 

“Feeding a system of positive support and possibilities can create a new system reflecting back hope, access and opportunity,” Jennings 
Superintendent Tiffany Anderson wrote in The American’s 2015 Diversity edition. 

“Schools that do not become directly involved in implementing restorative practices that positively contribute to the physical, mental and 
economic health of the entire community will not improve in sustainable ways at high levels.” 

The district also requires uniforms, but Blumberg said they work with several companies to have most of them donated to families. 
“I think that what uniforms do for a district with a high level of poverty is it levels the playing field,” she said. “Everyone comes starting in 

the same place. Rather than focusing on the external elements, they can focus more on academic success.” 
Fairview has a full- and part-time guidance counselor, along with full-time social workers and onsite counseling. When families aren’t able 

to pay utility bills, rent or unforeseen expenses, they have supports in places to help them. 
Blumberg said Jennings students have proven that they can work towards academic excellence if some of their daily stresses are ad-

dressed. 
“This can be replicated,” Blumberg said. “This is not just a Jennings thing.” 
Net proceeds from the St. Louis American Foundation’s four annual Salute to Excellence events benefit scholarships for local minority 

students, as well as educator and community grants. In 2015, the St. Louis American Foundation will foster more than $580,000 in minority 
scholarships and community grants, and since its inception in 1994 the foundation, with the assistance of its educational, corporate and indi-
vidual supporters, has distributed more than $4 million locally.  

The 2015 Salute to Excellence in Education Gala will be held at 7 p.m. Friday, September 25 at the America's Center Ballroom, following 
a reception at 6 p.m. Tickets are on sale now. Individual tickets are $85 each/$850 table, and VIP/Corporate tickets are $1,500 table. For 
more information or to purchase tickets, visit www.stlamerican.com and click on Salute to Excellence, or call 314-533-8000. 

Photo by Wiley Price / St. Louis American  

DeAun Blumberg, Ed.D. 

Fairview Primary School principal DeAun Blumberg, Ed.D. 
talks with students DeMarier Jones and Jamar Hankins.  
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For Missouri football team, trip to Arkansas about more than football 
By Adam Woodard, USA TODAY High School Sports September 29, 2015  

Pulaski Academy and Jennings players shake hands before Friday 
night’s game. (Photo: Sheldon Smith)  
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Published in Print: January 13, 2016, as In the 'Chess Capital' of St. Louis, Game Takes Root in Poor Districts 

In 'Chess Capital' of St. Louis, Game Takes Root in Poor Districts 
Expansion targets region's most challenged schools 

By Denisa R. Superville  

Sixth graders at Woodland and Kenneth C. Hanrahan elementary schools in the Jen-
nings, Mo., school district take part in an after-school chess program, one of several 
that were launched in low-income districts in the St. Louis region last fall.  
—Courtesy Jennings School District  

Maurice Ashley, a chess grandmaster, 
encourages students who are learning the 
game of strategic skill at Walnut Grove 
Elementary in Missouri’s Ferguson-
Florissant school district.  
—Courtesy of Ascension  
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Washington University School of Medicine in St. Louis 
 
NEWS RELEASE 
 

School-based health clinic established at 
north St. Louis County high school 
 
Started by the School of Medicine, the clinic at Jennings Senior High addresses health and 
social services for teens 
 
by Kristina Sauerwein  • February 24, 2016 

 
Lately, life is more down than up for Autumn Dixon, an 
18-year-old senior at Jennings Senior High School in 
north St. Louis County. On top of already taxing, typical 
teen problems, she lives in a high-risk neighborhood 
where Dixon said she must navigate “negative” relation-
ships and “complicated” methods to meet basic needs. 

Inside her home, peace and quiet prove elusive. Dixon 
has younger siblings and cousins and, at any given time, 
she may babysit for a half-dozen children including in-
fants and toddlers as well as tweens. 

“Someone is always crying, fighting, needing a diaper 
change or asking me for something,” Dixon said. “I want 
to get my schoolwork done, but I always have a little 
shadow following me. I get behind and I’m even more 
stressed.” 

Fortunately, Dixon has a place to decompress at Jen-
nings high school’s on-site health and social-services 
clinic called Supporting Positive Opportunities for Teens, 
more commonly known as The SPOT at Jennings. “They 
understand me here,” Dixon said. “No one bugs me. 

They help me with my problems and encourage me to do things that relax me, like painting.” 

“They” represent The SPOT’s staff, including Sarah Garwood, MD, an assistant professor of pediatrics at Washington Universi-
ty School of Medicine in St. Louis. This past fall, Garwood began offering students with signed parental consent forms free 
and confidential medical services. These include immunizations, sports physicals, routine annual exams and treatment for 
chronic conditions such as diabetes and asthma and illnesses like strep throat and skin rashes. 

“Adolescent Medicine at Washington University approached the Jennings School District because we saw the need for health 
services,” said Garwood, who also sees patients at St. Louis Children’s Hospital. “We know from the medical literature that 
school-based health centers are an effective way to reach kids who may have unmet health and mental health needs.” 

School of Medicine licensed social workers Rochelle Moore and Chardial “Chay” Samuel also help Jennings students by 
providing mental health counseling, budgeting tips, preventive drug and alcohol programs, job-search guidance, as well as 
assistance in locating community referrals for housing, legal and other quality-of-life issues. 

“People at The SPOT are nice,” Dixon said. “They don’t make me feel like I’m bad because I have a lot of problems.” 

Surrounded by a hallway of red lockers, an unassuming classroom door leads to The SPOT at Jennings, where space recently 
was modified to include two private exam rooms, counseling offices, a conference area and a quiet resting nook for students. 
There is also a tiny, temperature-controlled laboratory in a corner where specimens await transportation to a lab for analysis. 

The Jennings student clinic is an offshoot of The SPOT in the Central West End, a Washington University drop-in clinic for 
youth ages 13 to 24 that opened in 2008 and has since helped nearly 12,000 patients. Garwood and physicians from the de-
partments of pediatrics and obstetrics and gynecology oversee the free and confidential medical service at both locations. 

“Every day at The SPOT in the Central West End, kids form a line at least an hour before we open,” Garwood said. “And al-
most every day, we have to turn kids away from medical care at The SPOT because it is hard for us to keep up with the need 
for our services.” 

Both clinics receive funding from government agencies, nonprofits and private businesses. 

JAMES BYARD 
Sarah Garwood, MD, an assistant professor of pediatrics at Washington Uni-
versity School of Medicine in St. Louis, discusses student health care at the 
newly opened clinic at Jennings Senior High School. 
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The nonmedical portion of the Jennings clinic started in March after statistics 
showed the majority of youth visiting The SPOT in the Central West End came 
from low-income, high-risk communities in north St. Louis County. Garwood said 
this prompted collaboration between the School of Medicine and Jennings’ 
school officials, who were especially concerned about student absenteeism. 
With few convenient health-care and social services accessible in their neighbor-
hoods, students had to find help in other parts of the region – a problem exacer-
bated by limited transportation options. 

“The Jennings school-based health clinic brings The SPOT model to where we 
want teenagers to be – in school, completing a high school degree,” said Katie 
Plax, MD, founder and medical director of The SPOT. “If they stay in school, if 
their medical and mental health needs are met, students are more likely to suc-
ceed.” 

The unrest in Ferguson also contributed to the need for the student clinic in Jen-
nings, which borders Ferguson. “When Michael Brown was shot, we saw a lot of 
hurt and anger among the youth we serve at The SPOT in the Central West End,” 
said Plax, the Ferring Family Chair of Pediatrics at St. Louis Children’s Hospital 
and the School of Medicine. “We wanted to respond in a way that would make a 
difference. The SPOT at Jennings is an important response to Ferguson, a recom-
mendation of the Ferguson Commission and a model of community partnership 
to change the lives of children and youth.” 

Additionally, in October, the School of Medicine received a three-year, $60,000 
grant to work with the Jennings district to understand how trauma can negative-
ly affect a child’s ability to learn in the classroom. Stressful situations familiar to 
many Jennings residents such as poverty, violence and substance abuse can in-

crease student behavioral problems, thwart development and incapacitate the ability to perform necessary, day-to-day activi-
ties. 

The grant – given by the Missouri Foundation for Health and the American Academy of Pediatrics – supports a whole-child ap-
proach to discipline and education by focusing on how trauma impacts a child physically, mentally and developmentally. 
“There is a toxicity to poverty that can lead to stressful and traumatic experiences,” said Jennings Superintendent Tiffany An-
derson, who has received national recognition for overhauling the once-unaccredited school district. “When students have 
unmet basic needs or do not know how those basic needs will be met daily, behaviors that are symptomatic of being in trauma 
may be viewed.” 

So far this school year, the focus is on training staff – every teacher, secretary and custodian – to understand “the story behind 
the behavior,” Anderson said. “The whole idea behind a trauma-informed school district is that everybody is trained so that 
when they see a behavior, they seek to understand the story first. That changes what our response might be.” 

The Jennings district also has posted a job opening for a therapeutic teacher who will be trained by Washington University spe-
cialists in trauma as well as mental health. “Transitioning students to the therapeutic teacher, as needed, allows the child to be 
in a safe, loving and instructional environment that will help teach that child how to function,” said Anderson, who is leaving 
the district at the end of the school year for a position in Kansas. “Ultimately, suspending children out of school is not produc-
tive. It’s just not. And it’s an ongoing cycle – that student misses school and is disconnected. That is not good.” 

Besides working through traumas, students visiting The SPOT at Jen-
nings also can seek reproductive health care, and girls can receive 
medication to regulate menstrual periods and reduce cramping. 

After a recent exam, Dixon said she felt “lighter, like I can fix some of 
my problems. I’m feeling more upbeat than down.” 

SENIOR MEDICAL SCIENCES WRITER  

Kristina Sauerwein 

Kristina Sauerwein covers pediatrics, surgery and student life. She has a 
bachelor’s degree in newspaper journalism and a minor in sociology from 
Syracuse University.  

314-747-7921  
k.sauerwein@wustl.edu  

KRISTINA SAUERWEIN  
Sarah Garwood, MD, examines Jennings Senior 
High School senior Autumn Dixon during a visit to 
the school’s clinic.  

JAMES BYARD 
Sarah Garwood, MD, listens to a student during an exam at the 
clinic in Jennings Senior High School.  
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By Denisa R. Superville

Confronting Poverty’s Challenges,  
A District Regains Academic Footing  

POSITION: Superintendent 

DISTRICT: Jennings School District, Jennings, Mo. 

EXPERTISE: Community Schools 

Jennings, Mo. 

A 
bout 75 people lined up out-
side Jennings Educational 
Training School, an alternative 
high school here, on a chilly 

day last fall, their hands stuffed into their 
pockets, hoods pulled to their foreheads, 
waiting for the food pantry to open. 

In this St. Louis suburb of about 
15,000 residents, nearly 44 percent of the 
community’s households earn less than 
$24,999 a year, according to U.S. Census 
data. 

So when Tiffany Anderson, 42, be-
came the superintendent of the local 
school district of about 3,000 students in 
April 2012, her first project was to tend 
to the most basic needs of students and 
their families. She teamed up with the St. 
Louis Area Food Bank to open a school-
based food pantry for Jennings’ strug-
gling families. More than 90 percent of 
the district’s students are eligible to re-
ceive federal free and reduced-price 
meals. 

“There was a big need,” said Leon 
Hite III, the district’s safety and security 
coordinator, who runs the food pantry 
with the help of eight student volunteers 
and packs fresh vegetables, canned 
foods, and multigrain bread and pasta 
into cardboard cartons to distribute to 
200 families every two weeks. 

The pantry was just the first of many 
initiatives that Ms. Anderson launched 
over the past three years to engage the 
community while tackling obstacles stu-
dents face outside of school that affect 
how they perform in the classroom. 

She has installed washers and dryers in 
each of the district’s eight schools; set up 
a clothing boutique in one school 
through a collaboration with a local non-
profit that provides free coats, socks, 

undergarments, and 
other essential clothing 
to students; started home visits after a 
child misses two days of school; created 
parent classes; offered Saturday classes; 
started a student advisory council that 
allows student input on district policies; 
instituted meetings with the local police to 
discuss crime and collaborative efforts; 
offered dinners for students; and made a 
commitment that at least 30 percent of the 
district’s employees will be alumni and 
residents. 

Last month, an unused high school 
classroom became a health clinic that will 
serve students in its first year of operation 
and expand to accommodate the commu-
nity in later years. 

The challenge of running a suburban 
district with many of the chronic prob-
lems of an urban system would have led 
some to turn in the other direction. But 
those challenges were the very reasons 
that Ms. Anderson was excited about Jen-
nings. 

Good Foundation 

The unrest and racial strife that fol-
lowed the death last August of 18-year-old 
Michael Brown, an African-American 
teenager who was shot and killed by a 
white police officer in the bordering com-
munity of Ferguson, Mo., have strength-
ened her resolve to continue to confront 
the deep-seated racial divisions and eco-
nomic and social inequities in the St. Lou-
is region that were brought to the fore in 
the aftermath of the tragedy. 

Perhaps influenced by her parents’ ex-
ample—her father was a pastor, her moth-
er a principal—Ms. Anderson sees her job 
as superintendent as one that helps to re-
store hope in communities that have lost 
theirs. 
“People often have a myth about what 

kids in poverty can do,” said Ms. Ander-
son, who started her career as a teacher 
in neighboring   

Riverview Gardens and still considers 
herself a teacher at heart. “It is unfortu-
nate, and the only way to dispel that 
myth is to show that they can not only 
achieve beyond what many have 
thought was possible, but in a time 
frame that is much shorter than what 
many believe is possible.” 

With high expectations and the right 
support, students in high-poverty dis-
tricts can thrive, she said. 

“Instead of kids having a running 
start, they are standing in the ditch, and 
you want them to do a high jump,” Ms. 
Anderson said of children who live in 
poverty. “They can do the high jump if 
you give them the right platform as a 
springboard.” 

Martin J. Blank, the president of the 
Washington-based Institute for Educa-
tional Leadership and the director of the 
Coalition for Community Schools, said: 

“This is a superintendent who looks at 
the reality in her children’s lives and 
says, ‘What do I have to do to make this 
better, what can I take off the plate of 
my teachers so they are not faced with 
hungry children or children who don’t 
have any additional learning experiences 
or a place to go on the weekend? How 
do I create a more wholesome overall 
environment for my young people in 
which they can learn?’ ” 

When Ms. Anderson became superin-
tendent in 2012, the district was facing a 
$1.8 million deficit in its $30 million 
budget, which followed years of short-
falls. Three years earlier, a state audit 
had publicly upbraided the district for 
unbridled spending and top-heavy man-
agement that it blamed for driving up 
costs. She got to work implementing a 
deficit-reduction plan the district had 
devised before her arrival and that relied 
heavily on attrition to achieve the sav-

People often have a myth about what kids in poverty 
can do. 
It is unfortunate, and the only way to dispel that myth is to show 
that they can not only achieve beyond what many have thought 
was possible, but in a time frame that is much shorter than what 
many believe is possible.” 
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ings. Expenditures that did not directly 
affect student learning were cut. Some jobs 
were restructured. Curriculum specialists’ 
positions were not filled, and instructional 
coaches, whose numbers were reduced, 
were reassigned to the classroom part time 
and now assist with curriculum develop-
ment. 

Solid Financial Footing 

By December of that first year, the defi-
cit had been eliminated. And last year, the 
district had a $500,000 surplus, said Mi-
chael O’Connell, the chief financial officer. 
With its fiscal affairs in order, Ms. Ander-
son turned her attention to the classroom 
and to obtaining full accreditation status in 
the eyes of the state department of educa-
tion, which the district lost in 2008. 

The superintendent hired teachers who 
had mastered their content areas; accelerat-
ed the curriculum; and created a special-
ized college-preparatory academy, where a 
select group of 150 students attend classes 
six days a week, 11 months a year, and will 
graduate with a high school diploma and 
associate degree at the same time. Collabo-
rating with local colleges, the district in-
creased the number of dual-credit classes it 
offered. 

In the past two years, Jennings made 
steady academic progress, but it did not 
receive full accreditation last year despite 
gaining enough points—109.5 out of a 
possible 140 points under the Missouri 
School Improvement Program—to do so. 
Jennings was exemplary in some areas, 
gaining all 30 points for reaching gradua-
tion benchmarks. But it fell short in others, 
particularly in boosting achievement for 
student subgroups such as special educa-
tion students. (The state changed the ac-
creditation process and is now looking at 
multiple years of district data that demon-
strate a continuous upward trend in im-
provement before making accreditation 
changes.) 

Performance on state assessments also 
showed gaps. The percentage of Jennings 
students who are “proficient” in English/
language arts in tested grades is below the 
state average; the same is true for math. In 
Algebra 2 and geometry, the percentage of 
Jennings’ students who meet proficient 
levels was higher than the state average, 
but only a small number of the district’s 
students took those tests. 

Ms. Anderson knows there’s more work 
to be done.  “We’ve achieved academic 
improvements in ways that they have not 
seen in many years, but we have not 

reached the goal of achieving at the high-
est possible levels within our state,” she 
said. 

Jennings Mayor Benjamin Sutphin said 
that gaining full accreditation, at this 
point, is simply pro forma, and he is bank-
ing on Ms. Anderson to get the job done. 

“She’s got the respect of the teachers, 
the principals, the students, and the peo-
ple in the community—this lady is unbe-
lievable,” said Mr. Sutphin, who meets 
with Ms. Anderson frequently. “I would 
put her up as a model anywhere in the 
country.” 

Parents are also warming up to Ms. An-
derson’s efforts to help students both in 
and out of the classroom. Janice Watkins, 
the mother of 4- and 8-year-old students, 
volunteers at the district about five hours 
a week. Since losing her job last spring, 
Ms. Watkins has also used the food pantry 
to make ends meet. 

Ms. Watkins said she appreciates the 
academic rigor in the classroom and the 
open communication between the district 
and the community. 

Ms. Anderson “lets us know what she 
expects, [and] she asks us what we ex-
pect,” Ms. Watkins said. “We actually see 
a face. She comes to our PTO meetings. I 
don’t recall superintendents coming to 
PTO meetings. Even the kids know who 
she is.” 

Constant Visibility 

Communication—and skillful negotia-
tion—may explain the absence of signifi-
cant pushback against Ms. Anderson’s 
proposals. The district was already shifting 
to a model that emphasized data-driven 
instruction and community engagement, 
and Ms. Anderson pushed those programs 
into high gear. But she sought community 
input before rolling out the initiatives, 
meeting with and listening to parents, po-
lice, local politicians, business owners, and 
the teachers’ union—the latter an unprec-
edented move, said Rose Mary Johnson, a 
member of the Jennings school board. 

“People feel like there is actual, authen-
tic conversation,” said Phillip C. Boyd, the 
assistant superintendent. “I think with 
many school districts, they see themselves 
as a total entity that just happens to be in 
a community, as opposed to being a stake-
holder in the community. I think that’s the 
big difference.” 

Michael McMurran, the president of the 
Jennings teachers’ union, said that while 
there’s been “quiet pushback” from some 
quarters, “people have looked at the re-

sults she has gotten—and you can’t ar-
gue with that.” 

Ms. Anderson, dressed in dark suits 
and her trademark white tennis shoes 
and socks, is a constant presence in the 
school buildings and on the streets. The 
shoes come in handy when she takes up 
crossing-guard duty at busy intersec-
tions and during her daily visits to each 
school. 

At least three times a week, the super-
intendent leaves her home in Overland 
Park, Kan., at around 3 a.m. for the 
nearly four-hour, 270-mile drive to Jen-
nings. On the other days, Ms. Anderson 
stays in St. Louis, where she teaches a 
course in personnel administration at 
the University of Missouri-St. Louis. 
She arrives in the district early enough 
to pitch in on morning duties in the 
schools. From there, it’s a series of 
meetings with teachers, community 
members, police liaisons, parents, and 
school board members until she returns 
to the office around 5 p.m. to deal with 
administrative tasks. 

The constant visibility is about build-
ing and strengthening relationships, Ms. 
Anderson said. 

“No significant learning can really 
occur without a strong relationship—in 
a classroom, in a district, in a school,” 
she said. 

Ms. Anderson is proud of the dis-
trict’s progress in such a short period 
and stressed, repeatedly, that the im-
provements were the results of a great 
team working toward a common goal. 

Even a work-in-progress can offer 
lessons to districts serving similar popu-
lations, said Ms. Anderson. 

There are no barriers to achieving at 
the highest levels, she said, and schools 
have a responsibility to actively engage 
and empower the communities in which 
they are located. 

“High-poverty environments have a 
tremendous degree of resiliency from 
their youth,” Ms. Anderson said. “I 
think that they have resiliency from 
staff as well, and if you build a pro-
cess—and a foundation—that is sus-
tainable, they will improve. I believe 
that, and have seen that occur every 
place that I have been.” 
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This superintendent has figured out how to make 
school work for poor kids 

By  Emma Brown  December 20,  
 
JENNINGS, Mo. — School districts don’t usually operate homeless shelters for 
their students. Nor do they often run food banks or have a system in place to 
provide whatever clothes kids need. Few offer regular access to pediatricians and 
mental health counselors, or make washers and dryers available to families des-
perate to get clean. 

But the Jennings School District — serving about 3,000 students in a low-
income, predominantly African American jurisdiction just north of St. Louis — 
does all of these things and more. When Superintendent Tiffany Anderson arrived 
here 3 1/2 years ago, she was determined to clear the barriers that so often keep 
poor kids from learning. And her approach has helped fuel a dramatic turnaround 
in Jennings, which has long been among the lowest- performing school districts in 
Missouri. 

“Schools can do so much to really impact poverty,” Anderson said. “Some peo-
ple think if you do all this other stuff, it takes away from focusing on instruction, 
when really it ensures that you can take kids further academically.” 

Public education has long felt like a small and fruitless weapon against this 
town’s generational poverty. But that’s starting to change. Academic achieve-
ment, attendance and high school graduation rates have improved since Ander-

son’s arrival, and, this month, state officials announced that as a result of the improvements, Jennings 
had reached full accreditation for the first time in more than a decade. 
Gwen McDile, a homeless 17-year-old in Jennings, missed so much school this fall — nearly one day in 
three — that it seemed she would be unlikely to graduate in June. But then she was invited to move 
into Hope House, a shelter the school system recently opened to give students like her a stable place 
to live. 
She arrived a few days after Thanksgiving. The 3,000-square-foot house had a private bedroom for 
Gwen, who loves writing and poetry; a living room with a plush sofa she could sink into; and — perhaps 
most importantly — a full pantry. 
She’s no longer hungry. She has been making it to class. She believes she will graduate on time. 
“I’ve eaten more in the last two weeks than I’ve eaten in the last two years,” Gwen said on a recent 
afternoon, after arriving home from school and digging into a piece of caramel chocolate. “I’m truly 
blessed to be in the situation I’m in right now.” 
There also is a new academic intensity in Jennings: Anderson has launched Saturday school, a college-
prep program that offers an accelerated curriculum beginning in sixth grade, and a commitment to 
paying for college courses so students can earn an associate’s degree before they leave high school. 
Anderson restored music, dance and drama programs that had been cut, as they so often are in high-
poverty schools, finding the money for those and other innovations by closing two half-empty schools, 
cutting expensive administrative positions and welcoming new grants and a tide of philanthropic contri-
butions. The district was running a deficit of $2 million before Anderson arrived and balanced the 
budget. 
Sherry Johnson said her daughter Breanna, a sixth-grader in the college-prep program, is being chal-
lenged in a way she never was before. 
“I feel she’s getting an education,” Johnson said, speaking outside the student-run food bank, which 
distributes thousands of pounds of basic goods every other Thursday. 
Johnson was one of 175 people who stood in line on this Thursday, each family there to pick up a box 
of canned goods, fresh vegetables and a turkey, special for the holidays. “It helps a lot, it kind of car-
ries us through,” said Johnson, whose family lives on her husband’s disability checks. 
Among those handing out food was Samuel Brown Jr., a 2015 graduate of Jennings High who 
works as a custodian for the district. He was one of 10 members of his graduating class who didn’t 
find work elsewhere, and Anderson hired all of them. It was an extension of her effort to change 
lives by reaching beyond the classroom door. 
“I’ve learned how it feels to be getting your own,” Brown said of his first job, which pays $9.50 an 
hour. “I’ve learned how it feels to be free.” 

Jennings is a town of 15,000 that borders Ferguson, Mo., where police officer Darren Wilson shot and 
killed Michael Brown in August 2014, triggering months of protests and the birth of the Black Lives 
Matter movement. Like Ferguson, Jennings is a mostly poor, mostly black town where opportunity can 
feel out of reach. 
One-quarter of Jennings’ residents are living below the federal poverty line, according to 2014 Census 
Bureau data. The median household income is $28,429. Just 13 percent of those age 25 and older 
have a bachelor’s degree, half of the state average. 
Yet: In 2015, 92 percent of high school students graduated on time, and 78 percent of those gradu-
ates had enrolled in the military or post-secondary training within six months of graduation, accord-
ing to state data. Gov. Jay Nixon (D) invited Anderson and a student to his state of the state address 
this year, praising Jennings for its “big leaps forward.” 
Jennings still has a ways to go. Most students are not proficient in math and reading, and just 36 
percent of the graduates in 2015 scored high enough on the ACT, SAT or similar tests to meet Mis-
souri’s definition of “college and career ready.” But almost every academic indicator has been im-
proving. 
“What we are doing in Jennings is bigger than us,” Anderson said at the end of a holiday 
concert this month, triggering a wave of cheers and applause. “We are giving hope where 

Gwen McDile, left, meets with Superintendent Tiffany Ander-
son in Jennings, Mo., on Dec. 10. Anderson was helping 
McDile, 17, get a job interview. (Bonnie Jo Mount/The Wash-
ington Post)  

Tiffany Anderson, the superintendent of the 3,000-student Jennings School District in 
Jennings, Mo., addresses college-prep students on Dec. 10. Anderson has a "hands-on" 
approach and visits classrooms frequently. She has brought additional funding, initiative 
and momentum to the district. (Bonnie Jo Mount/The Washington Post) 

Gwen McDile, right, chats with her boyfriend, Nicholas Brans-
comb, at Hope House in Jennings, Mo., on Dec. 10. This was 
Branscomb's first visit to the house. (Bonnie Jo Mount/The 
Washington Post)  

Hope House in Jennings, Mo., on Dec. 11. The house was a 
school building that was converted to a shelter for homeless 
students. (Bonnie Jo Mount/The Washington Post)  
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there was no hope.” 
It’s not just the support services that are making a difference, said Maureen Clancy-May, of the state education department. She said she has 

“no doubt that Jennings will continue to grow.” 
Teachers are expected to give weekly assessments to measure student progress, and principals meet monthly with 
Anderson to discuss whether their schools are on track to meet goals for academic achievement and attendance. 
Anderson also regularly pays new teachers a full salary to work alongside a more experienced mentor teacher for a semester or a year. And prospec-

tive hires must pass a 10-question quiz — usually in math — written for students two grade levels above the students the teacher is applying to teach. 
Most applicants don’t pass. 

Many of the district’s initiatives, including Hope House, are done in partnership with social services organizations. But a lot of people in Jennings say 
that the driving force in this community’s turnaround is Anderson. 

“We just needed someone who believed in us,” said Jeff Arnold, an art teacher in the district for the past 23 years. “I’m wondering if someday 
somebody’s going to click their heels and she’s going to go ‘poof,’ and we’re not going to have any-
one else. She’s the best thing that’s happened to us in a very long time.” 

Anderson, 43, has brought rapid change in a manner that is nearly the opposite of the slash-and-
burn fierceness of reformers such as Michelle Rhee, the former D.C. schools chancellor who once 
fired a principal on television. Anderson instead uses a relentless positivity and sense of shared 
mission. 

“Hello, Beautiful,” Anderson says, walking school corridors. “You’re awesome,” she says dozens 
of times each day. 

“I appreciate you,” she says to the teacher working with a small group of students who are strug-
gling in math, to the second-grader excitedly showing off his research project on dinosaurs, to the 
teenager who sang a solo in the holiday concert the night before. 

Anderson started her career in her native St. Louis and later led Virginia’s Montgomery County 
schools, a 10,000- student system in southwest Virginia, for four years. In 2009, she moved to Kan-
sas City to be closer to family, leading a charter school there until she took the job in Jennings. 

Anderson’s husband, an ob-gyn, and her two college-age kids are based in Kansas City, four hours 
away. She keeps an apartment in Jennings, but many days she wakes up with her family at 2 a.m. on 
Missouri’s western border and drives to work on the state’s eastern border, arriving by 6 a.m. 
Then she is in constant motion, pairing her business suits and pearls with a pair of white tennis 
shoes as she pops in and out of schools and classrooms. 

She doesn’t go to meetings, and she doesn’t drink coffee. God gives her the energy she needs, 
she said. 

“This work is faith-filled work. You have to believe that your presence makes a difference, that 
your effort makes a difference in someone’s life,” she said. “Whether you wrap that in Christianity 
or not.” 

Each morning at 7 and each afternoon at 3, Anderson picks up a stop sign and serves as a crossing 
guard, ushering children across  one of the district’s busiest intersections. On chilly mornings, she 
brings a thermos of hot chocolate, doling out the steaming treat in tiny paper cups and using the 
moment to check in with children. “How do you know the needs of the community if you’re not in 
the community?” she said. 

One recent Friday morning, she noticed a little boy had been crying — his brother had hit him, he 
said. Anderson admonished that brother when he strolled past a few minutes later. “You’re sup-
posed to take care of him,” she said. “Go make it right. I’m watching.” 

Her energy has helped persuade teachers to buy into initiatives such as Saturday school that 
require extra hours, said Curt Wrisberg, an elementary school principal who has worked in Jen-
nings for more than 20 years. “If you see her doing it times a thousand, how can we not do it? 
She’s nonstop,” Wrisberg said. 

Employees who don’t meet Anderson’s standards face heat, and some have lost or left their 
jobs, said Michael McMurran, president of the Jennings National Education Association. But over-
all, McMurran said, “she’s made Jennings School District a place where students and teachers want 
to be.” 

Philanthropists are giving to Jennings, excited by the story that is unfolding here. The nonprofit 
foundation that Anderson set up to accept private donations has more than $80,000 in the bank to 
pay for the shelter, which can house up to 10 homeless and foster children, and for other efforts. 

The shelter emerged from a 90-year-old dilapidated house with no roof. Anderson charged her 
senior administrative staff members with overseeing the renovations, and she said she gave them 
30 days for work to be completed. Concept to reality in one month. 

And they did it. 
“We need to have the urgency for other people’s children that we have for our children, so we 

move at warp speed,” Anderson said. 
The shelter project cost an estimated $50,000. Donors also provided all the furniture in Hope 

House, and a local organization specializing in foster care helped find Shelly Watts — an experi-
enced foster mother who moved in around Thanksgiving. 

Some of the kids who live at the shelter are likely to be in the child-welfare system, and Watts 
will receive money from the state to care for them. But there’s no state money to feed or clothe 
homeless kids such as Gwen. Jennings School District is footing that bill, too. 

Anderson also is determined to help Gwen get a job. 
She stopped by the local McDonald’s one recent morning to check on the owner’s promise to 

hire one student. Anderson left with a commitment to hire two, including Gwen. 
Gwen had never been able to get a job despite spending her 16th birthday filling out applications. 

She said she was tired of depending on other people for shoes, underwear and everything else she 
needed and couldn’t afford. Now, she’ll be earning $7.65 an hour, starting next week. 

She gave her boyfriend a tour of the house on a recent evening. It was his first visit, the only time 
he would be allowed upstairs. 

She pointed out a closet where she puts her shoes and a desk where she does her homework. 
This is the place where her life could get back on track, where she could plan for a future without 
worrying about being hungry or cold or on her own. 

“This is a beautiful room,” he said. “Yes,” Gwen said. “I like this room.” 

Superintendent Tiffany Anderson speaks with a student in Jen-
nings, Mo., on Dec. 10. “How do you know the needs of the 
community if you’re not in the community?” she said. (Bonnie Jo 
Mount/The Washington Post)  

Gwen McDile,17, checks messages in her bedroom at Hope 
House in Jennings, Mo., on Dec. 10. McDile is happy to be living 
at the home and said recently that she felt like she had as much 
to eat in the past two weeks than she had in the past two years. 
(Bonnie Jo Mount/The Washington Post)  

Gwen McDile, right, performs during a holiday show at Jennings 
Senior High School in Jennings, Mo., on Dec. 10. (Bonnie Jo 
Mount/The Washington Post)  

Students deliver food packages at the Jennings School District 
Community Cupboard in Jennings, Mo., on Dec. 10. (Bonnie Jo 
Mount/The Washington Post)  
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Jennings students protest for change, police agree to demands 
By Bridjes O'Neil Of The St. Louis American | Posted: Saturday, December 13, 2014 6:30 am 

At 6:30 a.m. on Thursday, December 11, about 80 students from the Jennings 
School District prepared to march from Jennings Senior High School to the 
city’s police department. They chose to protest outside of normal school 
hours – in a manner that would not disrupt classes, said Jennings Superinten-
dent Tiffany Anderson. 

They first set off down Cozens Avenue toward City Hall. From there, they 
caught a school bus to Jennings Station Road and West Florissant Avenue, 
where they resumed their march. Anderson led the march with a bullhorn in 
hand and a pair of sneakers on her feet. 

The district became the latest to participate in protests following grand jury 
decisions, both here and in New York, not to indict white police officers in 
the deaths of unarmed African Americans. 

“We had class last week when all the protests were going on and students 
were very emotional and concerned,” Anderson said. 

Anderson met with students and asked them to come up with reasons why 
they were protesting. 

“We tell them, ‘Protest without progress is just noise.’ And we’d rather not 
make noise this week,” she said. 

At the police station, Lt. Col. Troy Doyle with the St. Louis County Police Department facilitated positive dialogue between 
police and students. Doyle was joined by Sgt. Ray Rice and Officer William Munson, both with the St. Louis County Po-
lice Department. All of the officers are African-American men. Jennings contracts for police services with the county. 

“We grew up in North City and North County,” Lt. Col. Doyle said. “Some of us have went through the same things in regards 
to being harassed by the police. We can relate to their feelings.” 

Anderson described Lt. Col. Doyle as a “trusted member” of the community and said the students looked forward to sharing 
their experiences with him. 

Kievonn Monger, 15, a sophomore at Jennings Senior High School, was one of those students. In a phone interview with The 
St. Louis American, Kievonn spoke of a recent encounter he had with a police officer in Jennings. 

“He pulled up on me very aggressively and almost hit me with the car,” Monger said. 

With one hand on his gun, the officer demanded to see the boy’s hands, stating that he fit the description of an armed young, 
black male wearing his same attire. When he was told to put his hands on the hood of the car, he said he felt like “less than a 
person.” 

“I don’t agree with this stereotypical mind frame,” he said of the incident. 

At the police station, students – primarily eighth graders and high school students from Jennings Junior and Senior high 
schools – presented a list of demands. They demanded better community engagement, a platform for students to voice their 
concerns, an increase in the department’s minority hiring to at least 15 percent by next year, and body camera use by No-
vember 2015. Lt. Col. Doyle said the demands weren’t unreasonable. 

They also demanded the appointment of a Special Prosecutor for police-involved fatal shootings and a change in shooting 
tactics. 

“They don’t have to shoot to kill,” Monger said. 

Police invited students to enroll in the teen police academy next month and agreed to conduct quarterly-scheduled meetings. 
With regards to appointing a Special Prosecutor, Lt. Col. Doyle advised students about the importance of voting for elected 
officials they want to hold office. 

When asked whether the demands would be implemented throughout the entire St. Louis County, Lt. Col. Doyle said that’s 
the plan. But as of right now, his main focus is North County. 

To be in a position to make change is one reason why Monger said he still wants to be a police officer. For now, he said he 
hopes that police officers learn from their mistakes so that more young men won’t have to die. 

Lt. Col. Doyle stressed that everyone in law enforcement is not bad. But he said it’s important to identify bad officers and 
eliminate those people from the force. The community need to see more minorities in supervisory roles within the police de-
partment, he said, and not just for appearances sake. 

“People put black faces in places for the appearance,” Lt. Col. Doyle said, “but don’t give those people the authority to make 
change.” 

Jennings Superintendent Tiffany 
Anderson marches with students 
Jennings Superintendent Tiffany Anderson led dis-
trict students on a protest march to the city’s police 
department before school on Thursday, December 
11. 
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School-based food banks are on the rise across St. Louis 
By Jessica Bock jbock@post-dispatch.com 314-340-8228     Dec 23, 2012  

The three social workers responsible for students in Jennings used to spend 
hours trying to find food for kids and their families. 
So administrators set out to create their own school food pantry, that now, 
through a partnership with the St. Louis Area Foodbank, has led to full shelves 
at the district’s alternative school on Florissant Avenue. 
“We see children all the time that come to school hungry,” said Shelia Nichol-
son, director of student services for the district of about 2,800 students, 92 
percent of whom qualify for free or reduced lunch prices. “This is taking some 
of that load off of the social workers, and providing a service for students and 
their families.” 
The Jennings Community Cupboard opened this fall and serves any family who 
has a child in the school district. Its ties to the Foodbank allow the district to 
bring in a steady stream of food. 
The poor economy of the past few years has had schools searching for ways to 
keep their students fed. For some children, subsidized school breakfasts and 
lunches are their best meals of the week. To help them through the weekend, 
many schools now have programs that fill backpacks with food to last until 
school begins again Monday. 
Less common are the school-based food pantries like the one in Jennings, alt-
hough the idea is catching on across the country. 
In 2010, 24 food banks operated more than 437 school pantry locations nation-
wide, giving out the equivalent of 8 million meals, according to Feeding Ameri-
ca, a national network of food banks. That has grown to 57 food banks partici-
pating this year, serving a total of about 18 million meals. 
The Jennings location is the first school-based food pantry through the St. Louis 

Area Foodbank. 
Through money from the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families through the 

state, the St. Louis Area Foodbank began the pantry in Jennings, with a hope to add 
more school food pantries in the next few years. 

The food bank also supports agencies that provide backpack programs, but the food 
pantry is another avenue to reach families who need food, said Matt Dace, senior vice 
president of the St. Louis Area Foodbank. 

“They’re helping to stock the shelves of the homes of the kids they are responsible 
for teaching,” he said. “It’s easier for a parent to grab a 10-pound bag of potatoes than 
a child to lug it home in their backpack. 

St. Louis Public Schools also have a few pantries, including one at the International 
Welcome School, where churches or other organizations provide food for kids and 
their families. And the Maplewood Richmond Heights School District has its “Weekend 
on Wheels” program, which began in 2011-12, delivering the food in rolling suitcases 
to the homes of 13 needy families every Friday. 

At Jennings, students at the Educational Training School help operate the food pan-
try. One recent day, Tammy Jones, 19, helped bag up macaroni and cheese, onions, 
cereal and canned goods for Demetrius 
Harris, 32. 

He has four children ages 5 through 9 in 
Jennings schools that he’s trying to feed, in 
addition to his wife and his aunt, who the 
family now lives with after being evicted 
last year from their rental. Harris lost his 
job the previous year. 

“If you have kids, there is no way to ex-
plain when you run out of food,” said 
Shirley Caldwell, who was picking up food 
with her daughter-in-law, Lucretia Chissem, 
who has three kids of her own but also has 
taken in others. 

The pantry has received thousands of 
pounds of food during the last 2 1/2 months from the St. Louis Area Foodbank, including sweet 
potatoes and chickens during the holidays. The school-based pantry also has a grant to order 
fresh fruits and vegetables. 

“We see this as a way to provide the care and support people who are having a tough time 
need,” Nicholson said. 

Jennings Community Cupboard volunteer Lonnie McJames wishes client Sha’Keela 
Martin happy holidays as she picks up a box of food for Christmas dinner on Thurs-
day, December 20, 2012, in Jennings.  School social workers in Jennings used to 
spend hours tracking down food.  Now, the district has its own food pantry thanks 
to a partnership with the St. louis Area Food Bank.  Photo by Laurie Skrivan, 
lskrivan@post-dispatch.com 

ABOVE: Amanda Browley smiles as she leaves the Jennings 
Community Cupboard on Thursday with a frozen turkey for 
Christmas dinner.  LEFT: Jennings Community Cupboard 
volunteers Quinton White, 16 (left), and Lonnie McJames 
prepare boxes of food for clients to pick up.  BELOW:  Barba-
ra Booker waits for a box to be packed for Christmas dinner. 
Photo by Laurie Skrivan, lskrivan@post-dispatch.com 

https://stltoday-dot-com.bloxcms-ny1.com/users/profile/JBock
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