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Program aims to improve students' 
grades and lives 

by Katy Nicholson 

When it comes to improving the lives of children in Halifax County, some 

residents think they will find more answers if they look beyond the schools 

and test scores. 

This is where Jereann King Johnson of The Rural School and Community 

Trust in Warrenton comes in. Johnson has been organizing Community-

Wide Dialogues in Education in Warren and Northampton counties, and 

now she's preparing Halifax County for the process. 

“It's not just about fixing the schools and making sure the schools are 

doing everything they're supposed to do,” Johnson said at Tuesday night's 

kick-off meeting for study group facilitators. “It's about how community 

people can step up to the plate and do what they can do to make sure the 

students are successful.” 

The program, funded by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, bears the slogan: 

“Imagine a community that prepares all of its children for success.” Various 

study group guides have been developed by the Paul Aicher Foundation in 

Connecticut, and The Rural School and Community Trust is using the 

Student Achievement guide for northeastern North Carolina. 

The goals of the study circles are to support vulnerable youth in 

northeastern North Carolina by providing supplemental support, and to support a group of community advocates to make sure the 

schools provide all the resources students need to succeed. 

The 10 facilitators at Tuesday's meeting come from various backgrounds. They are seeking diverse groups of people for their study 

circles, from religious leaders, business owners and local government officials to law enforcement, teachers and students. 

The study circles will be held from 6 to 8 p.m., Oct. 18 and 25 and Nov. 1 and 8, and the goal is to have six circles with eight to 10 

people each, including two trained facilitators. 

Participants will initially discuss which aspects of their educations made them who they are today, and Johnson said in Warren 

County, where they already completed the study circles, the importance of the bond between schools and the community was evident 

in most people's answers. 

“Somehow in the last 30 years, that connection has diminished some, and we're trying to build that back up,” she said, adding that it is 

crucial that community members take responsibility and get involved. 

Next, participants will study data, identify problems that young people are facing and the skills they need to succeed. They will then 

brainstorm and implement strategies to solve those problems. 

Some of those strategies will be simple, Johnson noted, while others may include changes in policy. One important part of the 

program is making connections and discovering resources within the community so that changes can be made. 

“It's about building new relationships and it's about talking to people that you would normally not be in a discussion with, in some 

instances,” Johnson said. 

Northampton County has held some pilot study circles, and also is about to begin the actual program. 

Keren Yant, a case manager who will be facilitating a circle in Scotland Neck, said she hopes community members will get involved. 

“I think it's great because there's a great need in Scotland Neck,” she said. “I just need to find a way to get people to come in Scotland 

Neck.” 

Taylor Martin, a 12th-grader at Northampton County High School-West, plans to get other students involved in her study circle, and 

she already has an idea of one of the biggest problems youth face. 

“A lot of young people don't know, nor do they care, so ignorance and apathy is the main problem, probably the root problem,” she 

explained. 

Martin said she is excited to be part of the program and hear everyone else's opinions. “We need to learn about how everybody feels 

about these issues ... It needs to be talked about in order to be solved. We need to first decipher the problem and discuss the 

problem, and then we can fix it.” 

For information about participating in the study circles, contact Doris Mack, director of System of Care Family Resource Center, at 

535-4000, or Stephanie L. Smith at 535-2204. 
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Facilitators met Tuesday night to kick off Halifax County's 

Community-Wide Dialogue on Education. Pictured from left to 

right are Taylor Martin, a 12th-grader at Northampton County 

High School-West, Rosetta Smith of Communities in Schools of 

the Northeast, and Jereann King Johnson of The Rural School 

and Community Trust. Katy Nicholson 
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