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(0:00:00)

Rayme Creemer:
This is Rayme Creemer and Carol Lowe at Snowden – I guess it’s elementary and junior high school.  It’s both the same thing now.  We are on the Voluntine Evergreen Neighborhood and Public Policy Project.  We are funded by a grant from the Tennessee Committee for the Humanities, an affiliate of the National Endowment for the Humanities.  We will be interviewing the principal of Snowden School, Mr. Donald Coffey.  Mr. Coffey has just received a promotion.  He will be going to Whitestation High School to be principal.  So we’ll be glad to talk to him now about Snowden.  Can you start by telling us when you came to Snowden?
Don Coffey:
Signed over here in Fall of 1975, beginning of the 1975 school year.  So been here four years now.

Rayme Creemer:
Where did you come from?

(0:01:00)
Don Coffey:
Megan Elementary School.  I was principal at Megan Elementary.  I’d been out there two years.  And prior to that, been at the Board of Personnel for four years, and prior to that, I’d been teaching and coaching at one of the high schools here in the city.  Had some elementary school experience and some personnel experience before coming here.

Rayme Creemer:
I understand you have a nice promotion coming up.

Don Coffey:
Well, I hope it will be nice.  It’s a promotion.  I hope it will turn out to be nice one.  I think that’ll probably be determined of what kind of job we do out there, I guess, the next year or two.

Rayme Creemer:
Tell me what Snowden was like when you came her, what you say, what you hope to accomplish, and have you been able to accomplish it?

Don Coffey:
Well, this might sound maybe somewhat negative and a little bit critical, but when I came to Snowden, as far as my own personal feelings, I felt like the school could be much more academic-oriented school than it was.  
(0:02:06)


I thought kids could be much better, by age, I guess, is a simple way to put it.  More respectful, more considerate, more conscientious, this type of thing.  And I felt like that the faculty probably could be more receptive to working with the total student and the total student body and the community, this type of thing.  I found people very eager and very willing to make the situation better.  From the PTA, to the kids, to the parents, to the teachers, they were all ready and they felt the same way that I think I felt, that it could be much better than it was.

Rayme Creemer:
Did you have the optional school program then?

Don Coffey:
No, we did not.

Rayme Creemer:
When did that come in?

(0:02:59)

Don Coffey:
That came in the year after – I was here one year, and then the optional school concept was initiated at Central and at Bellevue.  And that was the original proposal – And Y Station, the performing arts program Y station.  Those were the three that were originally proposed to the board.  When I got word of this, I felt like it was just out of the question for Bellevue and Central to be involved in the optional program and Snowden not be included.  Snowden also feeds Central and is in the similar type situation.  So Mr. Freyman agreed with this at the time, and they added Snowden in with the – So they made a Snowden Bellevue Central academic optional program, and then the performing arts program added over to – Since then, of course, they’ve expanded on that, but those were the __ schools that began the option program.  
(0:04:01)

I think this was probably one of the main contributing factors, along with I think just some good loyal parents – and some good kids, just some good community support, good teacher support, along with the fact that this helped us be able to draw and generate and get some youngsters that were more academic oriented, some parents that were interested in seeing their youngsters be more academic oriented.  And of course this tended to I think had spin off value, and quite frankly, improved the whole behavior and lifestyle and patterns of the entire student body.  Because as this became the more determining influence or positive influence, the kids who were not even oriented that way tended to raise – I don’t know if that’s the right way to say it – their standard of behavior or their standard of expectation and this type of thing, so it had a positive effect all the way though.  
(0:05:04)

Although, let me say, we still got a lot of youngsters that don’t apply themselves.  We got a lot of youngsters that don’t take care of business.  I don’t see a lot, but that’s still a problem that you have to deal with anytime you have 1,100 youngsters in a school, you’re going to have this.  But I guess what I’m saying, from the time I came until now, the overriding atmosphere is positive rather than negative.  And I think we’ve got more of the positive element as far as student behavior, student achievement, this type of thing, than we do the negative, and that’s the big thing that I’ve been able to recognize from that standpoint.  When you are dealing with a problem now, they are in the minority more than the majority.

Rayme Creemer:
Now, you mentioned 1,100 students.  How many of those are elementary?  How many of those are junior high?
Don Coffey:
We have approximately 600 junior high, about 500 elementary.  That’s a general vary.  It would vary – 580 something, and more so but that’s generally 600 in the junior high and about 500 in the elementary.
Rayme Creemer:
Now, your elementary, what grade?

Don Coffey:
There’s a kindergarten class, and a fourth, fifth, and sixth grade.

(0:06:00)
Rayme Creemer:
And you’re paired with?

Don Coffey:
Voluntine.  And they have the first – They have a kindergarten, and the first, second, and third.  And then we have – We’re seven through nine in the junior high.  We’re paired with Voluntine in the elementary grades, and the junior high in there is __ pairing, we draw from within the community, even though as we stretch the community northeast, obviously, a little bit, to pick up some youngsters that are not in our elementary district.  But there is no pairing – In other words, all youngsters who attend the junior high are in walking distance, and they walk to school.  And I guess you could say would  be community, whereas in the elementary, we do busses between Voluntine, so that’s where the pairing is involved.

(0:06:52)

Rayme Creemer:
Now, what about the optional ___, do you get many students from outside your boundaries for that?

Don Coffey:
Yes, we do.

Rayme Creemer:
About how many?

Don Coffey:
Ninety this year would be a guess.  We’re in the process of getting those in this year.  I’d say we probably have about somewhere between 40 to 50 so far this year I think, as far as new ones coming in.  So I’d say we have somewhere in the neighborhood of 100 youngsters, probably, and it may increase next year with the new seventh graders coming in.

Rayme Creemer:
How do you get in, and what is it?

Don Coffey:
Well, it’s titled a college preparatory program, an academic oriented type program.  It’s for those youngsters who would potentially be college bound.
(0:08:00)


And this entails a great number of youngsters, from the youngsters that are very academic oriented, to the youngsters that are of average intelligence but highly motivated and their parents want them to go onto college.  So they’re doing this because everybody who gets to do college is not all the high-IQ, high achievers, always.  So it’s for this type of youngster, and basically, what it boils down to is the youngster has to have a C average, a C-plus average, no more than two C’s on their report card coming in.  If they’re coming into the seventh grade, they have to be reading at grade level or above in their previous sixth grade experience, and have to have, as I mentioned earlier, no more than two C’s on their report card.  Then, they take an enriched math, science, English and social studies.  The four academic classes are more accelerated, more enriched, more in-depth – whatever term you want to put on it – for those four subjects.  

(0:09:05)


Then, as they go onto Central or to Whitestation, whatever the case may be as far as the programs continue, and then they of course get off into seventh and eighth and ninth grade, pretty much standard curriculum as they go on into the tenth level and twelfth grade, and they branch off from there in the areas of interest that are still in the more academic or oriented or enriched type places.  So that’s basically the program.  So it’s four academic subjects that they are __ involved in.

Rayme Creemer:
What about extracurricular activity?  Are there any involvements from the neighborhood? 

Don Coffey:
Yes, I would say probably as much as any place in the city, and I think probably – Not necessarily saying that we do anything that great, it’s just the nature of the school and the community lends itself when you’ve got an elementary and junior high school together, then you have a lot of things like this that take place.

(0:10:00)


We were one of the, I think, oldest school that offers as part of the curriculum an elementary band program.  Our fifth and sixth graders have the opportunity to participate in bands, and because we’re attached to the junior high school, we have a band instructor.  We make him available to the elementary students.  We have string music.  We have a string music program both for the elementary and junior high, and the __ music program, which most elementary schools have.  These – And, of course, we have three junior high bands – a beginning band, an intermediate band, and a marching performing band.  As far as the full athletic program _ __ have.  Extracurricular, as far as involvement of parents, we do the standard type things and have good – and I’ve mentioned this before as we’ve talked with the ____ group that is working with us on the project we’re involved in here, that we have good turnout when we have things like open house, spaghetti dinners, the school carnival, the band concerts, these type of things that we have that goes along pretty much that you think the type of activities that a school would have where they put their kids on display, let them do the things that they’re going to do.  There’s good support.

(0:11:13)


There’s good turnout.  Those are some of the basic extracurricular type things we do.  Of course we have kids that enter, we enter, we have math contests that we enter with the optional school program, math.  Snowden and Bellevue have math competition between the two schools, as far as our optional classes against theirs.  Creative writing contests.  We enter the Wordsmith Tournament and Creative Writing Competition at other schools, so do the All West Tennessee Competition.  These type of things that most – they’re involved as far as a citywide thing we participate in with our youngsters.

(0:12:02)

Rayme Creemer:
Snowden has a long history of involvement in the neighborhood, and people sending their children here, and I’m glad to see that that has continued.  Do you know much about the beginnings of the school, or any specifics about the history of it?

Don Coffey:
No, I don’t, but I pull some information that we’ve put in our Southern Association – We’re with the Southern Association of Accreditation, couple, three years ago, and in our beginning statement, our fall, we gave a brief history of the school, and there is some information in there that might be of interest to y’all as to the beginning, and goes back to what you just said about having a long history of community involvement.  Snowden formed the first PTA in the state, and had one of the largest in the state for some time.  And I’m quite proud it is still active and still functioning __ __ in the exact – Well, I’ll just read it to you, and it might be better than me trying to __ __ us.  

(0:13:01)


Snowden School was erected at the corner of North Park Way and McClane in 1910.  Long time ago.

Rayme Creemer:
That first building.

Don Coffey:
That little picture right up there.  Of course, they can’t see that.  That was the original building right here, underneath was the – which is on the far west end now.  On February the 13th, 1911, 36 mothers met at Snowden for the purpose of organizing the first Mother’s Club in Memphis.  Later, that same year, the mother’s from Snowden made a trip to Nashville to help organize the state PTA.  By 1925, Snowden had the largest association in the state, and the third largest in the country.  The school colors were established in January, 1916.  The green depicts the growing, and white for purity.  Hot lunches were served twice a week during cold weather in 1916.  This continued until the lunch room was built in 1918.  The cafeteria, auditorium, library, and music room were added in 1938.  

(0:14:00)


Snowden students were given police protection at the corner of North Park Way and McClane until a traffic light was erected in 1948.  Snowden’s PTA continues today to support the endeavors of the school.  Snowden’s enrollment has consistently grown.  In 1915, there were 300 students.  In 1922, there were 588 students enrolled.  It was predicted at that time that Snowden would be one of the largest schools in Memphis someday, with 1,000 students attending.  Snowden fulfilled this prediction with more than 1,100 students enrolled for the 1976-1977 school year.  Snowden consisted of grades one through nine until January of 1973, following Plan C Court Ordered Desegregation, Snowden was paired with Voluntine Elementary and Snowden currently serves, as we mentioned earlier, kindergarten and grades four through nine.  So that gives you a little background of the beginnings of it.  Been here a long time, since 1910.  

(0:14:56)
Rayme Creemer:
You still have the good lunch room?

Don Coffey:
We still have lunch room.  I think ‘good’ would depend on who you talk to.  If you talk to the kids, no, we don’t have a good lunch room (laughter).  I don’t know of any youngsters that like school cafeteria food.

Rayme Creemer:
But you still do your cooking on the premises?

Don Coffey:
Yes, we do.  And we’re in the process of modernizing that.  So we’re enlarging the kitchen down there.  May or may not be aware, we’re in the process of a renovation and new addition, which will certainly improve our facilities, and some of them – The shop is located in that first cafeteria that was build back in 1928 or whatever.  That’s where we’ve been housing the shop, and there’s some facilities that have been – junior high  facilities – that have been down in that original building that are really just inadequate.  And they’re going to be renovated into elementary classrooms, and in those facilities, will be new facilities that will be built out here in this new addition that will house some of those.  So it will not only upgrade some much needed facilities as far as instrumental music and the shop –

(0:16:01)


and the hoback and a new elementary library, a new junior high library, so the old elementary library can be used in that capacity.  Not only do some of those things, but it’ll help us better organize to an elementary division and a junior high division and separate those two facilities.  So I mentioned I got off on that because I started talking about the lunch room, but they’re going to be enlarging the kitchen back there in the same time they do that.

Carol Lowe:
Do you know when the addition community’s plan –

Don Coffey:
It’s supposed to be completed August the 1st, and of course, like anything else, we’ll be moving in, I’m sure, and trying to get settled when school starts next year – But hopefully at this time we’re being optimistic that we can at least make the move and be out there where we can go ahead and entertain kids, or take kids in, August the 13th – 

(0:17:00)


and knowing that they’ll be probably painting and putting down carpet and maybe finishing – Like just like you do when you move into a house, I guess.  You move in and they’re still working around you.  But at this point, we’re just optimistic about moving in, and we can manage around the rest of it.  We can just get in out there and they can finish up around us, but that’s the – Feel pretty good about getting in, in August.

Carol Lowe:
Do you have an idea of what it costs, the additions?
Don Coffey:
It was $1.1million.  Started off being the board proposed a $400,000.00 project, and that was just for ten classrooms, and felt like there was no need to – wouldn’t say there is no need – It didn’t seem to be in the best interest of the total school to put the classrooms out there and then having elementary kids and junior and – In order to eliminate the portables, then you would have had to use some of those ____ for elementary classrooms, and then you’d have junior high – you’d have much the same situation you have now.  Elementary kids trying to have self-contained situations, and junior high kids passing classes every 55 minutes.  

(0:18:08)


So this other plan was proposed, and of course we don’t have an elementary library at present.  It’s housed in a regular classroom in a carter, and the original proposal would have not done anything to change that.  Of course, we ended up putting some things in, expensive, did not take any more – or not as many classrooms.  Basically, we end up putting high cost items in, science laboratories, a library, a shop, home ec facilities, instrumental music room, two new art rooms with the kiln and all the work – and it was expensive, expensive rooms.  It’s not just like regular classrooms, but that’s what was needed.  Thankfully, the board agreed to go along with the additional money, and I think to me that was a real vote of confidence in this community again.

(0:19:00)


If they felt strongly enough about what these people here were doing to invest another $1.1million in the school, I think it says that they were pleased with the support they were getting from this community and what their kids were doing.

Rayme Creemer:
Who will be coming here when you leave?

Don Coffey:
Ronnie Bynum is coming, and he’s going to meet with us this afternoon, by the way, and meet the people that’s on the __ for the committee.  He’s been principal at Westwood Elementary School, which he’s had experience in running a large school, because I think they have about the same number of students out there that we have out here, although they’re all elementary.  He’s used to dealing with a large faculty and a large elementary school.  And he’ll do a good job.  It’s an awkward time for him to be coming in.  I’m sure it would be much better for him if we were moved and had all that settled and all he had to do was come in and deal with the operation of the school.

(0:20:01)


But he’s got to come in and deal with that as well as some of these other changes that are taking place, so it’ll not be easy for him the first year, but I feel confident that the people here will work with him well enough that it’ll work out and he’ll be fine.

Carol Lowe:
Well, I noticed in the paper today someone requested that you stay on an extra year, to sort of make the transition.  But you don’t think that would be –

Don Coffey:
I don’t think that will – Well, it’s approved now, so it’s not – Last night, when the board approved that, that was the final step, so that won’t happen.  I think that some parents and some teachers felt that this might be in the best interest of the school, as did, evidently, the people at Whitestation felt like it’d be in the best interest that Mr. Hicks stay there.  But I guess it’s a situation that administrative changes need to be made on administrative judgment and not parent reaction, I guess, so I think that’s probably what –

(0:21:00)
Rayme Creemer:
Do many of your faculty or you live in this neighborhood?
Don Coffey:
We have some.  I do not live in the neighborhood.  We have a number of faculty people that have their students in school year, which I think is another vote of confidence for the program.  We have I think one teacher that lives in the neighborhood.  We may have more.  But she’s the only one who lives in the neighborhood who has youngsters here.  She’s also served on our committee.  We have a number of other teachers that have their youngsters here that have transferred them either into the optional program, that program, or they have got board employee transfers.  They have a transfer procedure where the person can bring their child to the school where they work, and so we have – I say six, eight, or ten, maybe, that probably fall in that category, more than the one that lives in the neighborhood.

(0:22:04)
Rayme Creemer:
Do you get many transfers into the school?  Kids who would be in the Fibrous, say, district?  Fibrous Junior High?

Don Coffey:
Yes, we do.  We get, I’d say, a lot.  We get – This year we’ve got 24.  I don’t know if that’s a lot or not, but that’s – Now, that’s 24 new seventh graders.  In other words, we’ve got a sixth grade group down there, and all those youngsters that are assigned to ____ of our sixth grade, 24 of them applied for transfer back over to the optional program.  So I’d say that that was a higher percentage than we would get from any place else, but then again, we don’t have anybody else’s kids with us for three years, so they would tend more to – since they’re with us since the sixth grade, then they tend more to want to stay here the next three years than those that qualify and then apply to __ __.

(0:23:01)

Rayme Creemer:
Are you familiar with Fibrous?  Do you do any exchange things?  Clothes or getting involved with this school?

Don Coffey:
No, we don’t, and since they have an orientation, and that’s probably something that we need to do more – We started off with Voluntine.  We tried to do more of – Their youngsters came to us in the elementary.  As far as we got with it was we had orientation for them each spring.  We sent busses over.  We brought them over.  We had our band play.  Our cheerleaders.  We had the elementary course, the sixth grade course, do some things.  One of them, we toured them through the building.  It was the type of thing, that the end of the year, bring their third graders coming to us as fourth graders.  So Cypress does this with our sixth grade.  They come get our sixth graders that are coming to them, and they take them in an orientation type thing.  But other than that, there’s not any other type of exchange, as far as the programs are concerned.

(0:24:06)


Probably we need to do more of it with Voluntine than we do with Cypress, since we get about 170 youngsters each year from Voluntine, coming from the third and fourth, whereas Cypress only gets probably 50 kids from us, 50 to 60 kids from the sixth and seventh, which is really the only real significant, really significant.

Rayme Creemer:
Okay, fine.  

Carol Lowe:
The student body change much since you been here?

Don Coffey:
No, I would not say there’s been a significant change.  I think we had been – I think we’ve been successful in stopping the decline of the white population.  When I came, we were about 25 percent white, and about 75 percent black.  

(0:25:05)


And it was – We were losing white youngsters each year.  And I think that the optional program has assisted us in that area.  We’re probably about 70-30 now, maybe a little bit shy, maybe like 28 percent, and what would that be?  Whatever it would take to make up the 28.  What, 72, I guess it would be?  Something like that.  So we have gained a few percentage points, I guess, but nothing that would be significant.  This is what we hope that we can accomplish through this study, and through some of our efforts now.  Since we feel like that we have got something to offer, and the total community –

(0:26:00)


I mean whether it be the black or the white child, we’ve got something to offer them.  And now we need some way to market it and make people more aware that this is available to them, and hopefully we can do this through the – I’ve found the most surefire way is satisfy the students and parents.  I find that as their child has a good experience, and they go and tell someone else firsthand, not in getting up and speaking about it, but in casual conversation – beauty shop, grocery store line, wherever it might be, hey, the la-la-la, then this, I think this has a lot of weight.  I think this is probably the best thing we can do now, is just keep offering a good program and keep the students and the parents happy as long as that – along those lines and help continue to spread the word and it’ll eventually continue to grow, I think.
Rayme Creemer:
How many students will be __ __, would be students, would be coming here, that are from private schools?  You have any idea?

(0:27:05)
Don Coffey:
I don’t have any idea.  This is something that we were going to try to get into.  They were going to get, I think ___ said he would try to get from the board the number of the breakdown of people that reside in this area that do not have youngsters in our school, that have school-aged youngsters.  I’ve asked this.  I’ve been curious to know this myself, but we’ve had – I have no way of knowing.

Rayme Creemer:
There’s no way to really know where they are, either.

Don Coffey:
I think they said there is.  There is a file.  I think by state law or something, they have to file when they apply for transfer and that.  So it’s difficult to pull out.  It’s a time-consuming type thing, cause you can’t just feed in the computer and get a run on it.  You’ve got to go and almost pull them, hand pull them.  They were going to try to do this for us, to give us some idea of what we were talking about. 

(0:28:02)  


I know – Well, I don’t know.  I’ve heard conversation from different people that there are more – there is a trend toward more young families moving into this family, however, and this number that is that we now deal with may not be the whole picture.  We may be dealing with potential people as well, as the midtown area becomes more attractive to new couples moving in that have school-aged youngsters.

Rayme Creemer:
Can you accommodate more students here?

Don Coffey:
We can accommodate more junior high students.  Even with the addition, we’re at – this next year, with the increased enrollment, we’re having to add another fifth grade section to the sixth grade section, according to projected enrollment at this time.  And we would be at capacity, the way we’re set up at this point, as far as the elementary and junior high organization.
Rayme Creemer:
What about Voluntine, is it pretty filled up also?

(0:28:56)
Don Coffey:
I think it is also.  I say that, just remembering the reaction last year on the overcrowding.  And when they turned down the addition that was proposed over there.  They were going to move some kindergarten classrooms in the group, that they are overcrowded.  But we will have space in our junior high facility.  When I say ‘space’, we will have a couple of classrooms.  Whereas  we’ve been very much overcrowded the last few – well, not very much overcrowded.  We can manage.  But we have ___ and classroom space for all of them, __ ___ __ this time.  Speaking about the parental involvement, we mentioned earlier that I felt like we had a lot of parent support.  And, of course, as we read in history, this goes back to the beginning of the school.  The role of PTA has changed a great deal through the years, probably.

(0:30:04)


and I think our PTA sometimes views themselves too much as a fundraising group now, and then they are certainly involved in that.  They help us with our spaghetti dinners.  They help us with the school carnival, the other type things we put on like that around fundraising, they do.  But they also –

Rayme Creemer:
What do you do with the money?

Don Coffey:
We use it to operate the athletic program.  We use it to purchase different equipment and things for the school.  We use it for a __ historical side trip, those youngsters take an educational trip each fall, and this year they went to Washington and New York and this type thing.  So we use it to help provide the expenses of that also.  And uniforms – we purchase new band uniforms last year, to the tune of $7,000.00 or so, and it was used.  
(0:30:59)


And so to operate a first class program and have first class equipment and things, uniforms, this type thing for kids, and then the additional educational material that you need, you’ve got to raise money.  That’s just a fact of life.  And that’s maybe something that people don’t like to do, but it’s something that’s necessary if you’re going to maintain a quality program.  
[Break]

Don Coffey:
Citizenship after the cooperation, and they – these youngsters that show good conduct each six weeks, they’re given a field trip that’s sponsored by the PTA.  Evergreen cooperates with us very much.  They let us use their gym, sometime.  The kids go over there and for recreation during the day we use Ogden Park.  And they help us.  They furnish them drinks and the kids bring a sack lunch, so they assist us with that.  They conduct the kindergarten tours for the fair and this type thing.  So they’re involved with supporting us, not only helping us raise money, but other things, other areas.

Rayme Creemer:
Evergreen Church has been involved –

(0:32:04)
Don Coffey:
Yes, they have.  I really can’t say enough about their willingness to help us in that light of letting those kids use that –

Rayme Creemer:
But you all are so close to Brooks Art Gallery, too.  So you are able to take advantage of that?

Don Coffey:
Right, we do.  We had a group over there, a sixth grade group over there this year, and our junior high group has gone in the past.  And then they came, a representative from Brooks Art Gallery came and shared some information with us in an assembly also.  I guess the MIFA group – we have been four years now, and we’ve been racking our brain, and we’ve tried to do the things that we felt like need to be done to stimulate community interest, to make the community feel more secure, more confident, more comfortable with what the job that the school is doing.  And we kind of – won’t say run out of ideas – 
(0:33:00)


but we’re doing much the same thing year after year.  Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but hopefully, though this MIFA group, through some of the studies that y’all are going to do, surveys you’re going to take, other new ideas coming in, maybe we could find some ways that we continue to do some of the things we’re doing, but maybe find some things that the community would like for us to do that we’re not doing, things that they’d like their school to be that it’s not.  And hopefully, this will be one of the things that’ll come out of this study and come out of this effort from this group.  I see it as an extension of and a support of what we’re already doing, and maybe just being able to broaden, maybe, our resources and try to find some other ways we can do it a little bit better.  And when I say ‘do it a little bit better’, what I’m referring to is to find some way that we can help the parents that have their youngsters here continue to feel that they have got a good thing going for their kids, 
(0:34:05)


and somehow find a way to get the word across to those parents who don’t have their youngsters here that there is something here for their kids also.  And as I said in the meeting that we met before – And then third thing maybe is not maybe but in the process of this, illustrate the community in this as we do this.
Rayme Creemer:
Do we have much problem with vandalism around here?

Don Coffey:
No, we don’t.  And I really am really thankful for that.  I think it’s two things.  I think that the new security procedures that they put – Because this was a problem prior to coming.  They had break-ins regularly.

Rayme Creemer:
Snowden has suffered that, then?

Don Coffey:
In the past, yes, we did.  And as matter of fact – I can’t say that I 
(0:34:58)


can’t take response credit for that, because the first year I was here, we had two break-ins.  But they had put a – They got a security system now, since that time, in the system, and not only do we not have the break-ins, we have not had a break-in in the last three years.  I take that back.  We did have a youngster that came to school, or a little elementary youngster that did not break in.  There was a window left open down and he left home, one morning, at 5:00 AM and rode his bike – he had stayed with a __ and he just got up in the middle of the night, really, if he left at 5:00 AM, got over here at school, rode his bike all the way down Airways, almost down there near Kellogg’s out there, that area, all the way down the parkway, and got here about 6:30 AM and was kind of cold and he came in, came in – the elementary administrative aid left our window up, and he climbed up on the roof and came into her office and of course security called and the police came and found him in there.  He was in there just to get warm, I guess, cause he had gotten here so early, and he came in, did not really do any vandalism or anything.  
(0:36:03)


But not only that, that, but we do – you can – we have very little people breaking out our windows and come ___ vandalizing this thing.  And to me, that goes back to the thing that we said that there’s a better feeling, I think, about their school now, and there is not as much of an interest to come by and do this.  Now, that may be part of it.  Part of it may  be they know they better not, because this thing’s hooked up on security, and they’ll be apt – you’re on it real quick.

Rayme Creemer:
You almost seem to have stopped the vandalism as a side ___.
Don Coffey:
It’s a combination of the two, possibly, and during the day we have – I hear places where people cannot put their coats and things in their locker, because they’re ripped off, and this type of thing.  We do not have a problem with that.  
(0:37:01)


Now, I will be very candid and say that with 1,100 youngsters, if somebody lays their books up on top of their locker and turns around and goes off and leaves their tennis shoes up down the cafeteria table and leaves them for 15 to 20 minutes and goes back and talks to somebody else, the odds are that they won’t be there when they come back.  We do have a problem still working with kids, that, look, just because somebody doesn’t have it, that doesn’t mean that somebody doesn’t own it.  Just because it’s laying around unattached, it’s not yours.  It belongs to somebody.  We still have a problem with that part of thing, but as you know, as you came in, we’ve got locks on each one of our lockers.  And things are secure.  You asked me about vandalism.  That’s a part of vandalism to me, too, if youngsters are going to go in and rip a lock off a locker and take somebody’s coat out of it during a school day.  That, we really don’t have a problem with, either, and we can keep – these may be little old nitpicking things, but to me, they’re what we can keep soap dishes and towel racks and mirrors in the restroom and they’ll stay there.  
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Can have a soap dish.  I’ve went to other schools and there’s no towel racks, there’s no soap dishes, no mirrors, because they’re ripped off or they’re busted out or they’re torn off the wall, this type of thing.  But they stay there.  And I really don’t know why, in this case, but they don’t – most of the time they don’t.
Rayme Creemer:
Maybe there’s a little more school pride?  A little more respect for property?

Don Coffey:
Hopefully.  I think so.  And I think this comes to a great degree from – a lot of this comes from the __ ___ __ _ _, and I think that again speaks pretty well __ __ served, too, cause they can’t all be generated __ __ _.

Rayme Creemer:
But your teachers work pretty well with the kids?  Good rapport?

(0:39:04)
Don Coffey:
Yes, I do.  I think they’re very patient with them.  They bend backwards to try to give them as much slack as they can, both in their social behavior and their academic achievement, and will do anything at all, I think, the majority of them – and I hope I’m not naïve in believing this.  We work very hard to get this type of feeling that you’re going to be successful and they’ll do anything they can to help them be successful.

Rayme Creemer:
Do you have much of a truancy problem?

Don Coffey:
We have kids that are truant from time to time.  The problem we have, as far as absenteeism, is we can catch those that are truant and we can deal with those and we can most of the time deter it if we get the parents’ support.  We have youngsters from time to time that concern me each year, and I look at it in the school, and you deal with all year long, he __ __ 50 some odd absences over the course of the year.  
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You ask yourself, “Man, what are you doing, how can you let a person be absent 50 some odd times?”  And you look back and it’s that you’ve dealt with it, and momma makes excuses, or momma said he’s sick this time, or he had to do that – and they string you out over the course of the year because momma’s cooperating with it.  And I don’t mean to say that that’s not a big problem, it just bothers you that you’ve got four or five like that, that you end up – that you’re dealing with all during the year, but then they’re still with you end of the year, and you look at their ___ card and their file computer record and they have 50 some odd absences.  And you’ve home suspended, you’ve had parents in, and this type thing, and it’s still – When the parent cooperates, it doesn’t take – the kid’s not truant for one time and then they’re pretty much cured of it, cause we just flat tell them that your name shows up on that absentee list.  
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We’re calling momma.  We’re going to find out where it is you are so you can’t be truant again without being caught __ __ too.  But then we call momma.  “Uh, yes, I left him in bed this morning.  He’s home.  He had a headache.”  And __ child at home.  And for some reason they feel like they need to protect the youngster, I guess.

Rayme Creemer:
About how many did you have like that, do you think?

Don Coffey:
I’d say probably over the course of the year, maybe three, four, five kids that probably would –

Rayme Creemer:
Out of 1,100?

Don Coffey:
That would probably be strung out that way, that would have – that would accumulate that many days absences without being called up.  Now we have – that’s a bad situation.  We have others, and I’d say probably __ suspended I’m guessing three, four, five, six of them for excessive truancy.  They finally maybe adjust them to another school, this type of thing, hoping a change of environment might help them.  

(0:42:00)


And maybe they didn’t finish with us, but we’re not talking about ten, eight, ten, twelve, fifteen youngsters, probably.
Rayme Creemer:
It’s a really small number, really.

Don Coffey:
Yeah.  Of course, now, you’ve got to keep in mind, that when you think about 1,100, that 600 of those are really the only ones, the junior high, that you really would tend to be real truancy problems, actually.  Because the elementary youngsters, for the most part, they are not really truant.  So you’ve got to put that in perspective with the 600 junior high kids.

Rayme Creemer:
What about suspensions for other reasons, like fights or marijuana or whatever?  Have you had –

Don Coffey:
You mean like how many?

Rayme Creemer:
Yeah, how many suspensions would you say that you’ve had this year?

Don Coffey:
Home suspensions, several.  A number.  Home suspensions --

(0:42:59)


I’d hate to make a guess – 50, 60, 70?

Rayme Creemer:
What is a home suspension?

Don Coffey:
It’s a forced parent conference.  What it is, it says that that child cannot re-enter school unless the parent brings them in, has a conference with myself and the assistant principal.  We do not have the authority to keep a youngster out of school.  In other words, that suspension can be cleared as soon as the parent can bring the child back in.  Now, an area suspension is – that means that they are forced out for three days, unless the area office elects to clear them sooner.

Rayme Creemer:
So you deal with your home suspension, right here, locally, and then when it gets worse, you get into the area?

Don Coffey:
Yeah.

Rayme Creemer:
How many area suspensions?

Don Coffey:
This is something that really I am proud, because that number has – last year, I don’t know this year, because I haven’t checked, but last year – and I’m talking about last year, not this just this school year previous –

(0:44:00)


We had one out of 1,100 kids.  Out of the kids that started with us in August, we had one kid that had to be adjusted out of Snowden.  We were very able to deal.  Now, we had others that were area suspended, and they went over there, and they got their recommend, they were dealt with, and they came back.  But one youngster had to be adjusted out because we said, “Look.”  In essence, what you’re saying, that you’ve lost on that youngster.  Because if you can’t make it with him here, then you’re saying that you have not been successful in helping him acclimate to this school.  So to me, I think that speaks a phenomenal thing to our teachers, too, that they will continue to work with kids that are being foolish, that are doing things they shouldn’t do.  And they go, and they come back, and then maybe some of those kids had two or three area suspensions in the process, and you’re trying to get them – somebody trying to say something to them that need to be said to get them with the program.  

(0:45:03)


But we were able to deal with it enough that they stayed with us the entire year.  We don’t have that many area suspensions.  I just feel like we did the first year I was here.  Oh, we had a lot of them.  Cause I felt like it was a certain – we hadn’t really gotten through to the youngsters yet.  But the more we worked with them, the more we got to deal with them, we found that we could just about do just about as much of solving the problem as anybody else could in trying to deal with them and their parents.

Rayme Creemer:
Did you have to call in the police on anything?  Or reporting to the police?

(0:45:57)

Don Coffey:
We have not had to.  We have not had to, this year.  We have not had to.  The last thing I can remember having to do that on was the one situation last year when we had a situation that was developing between some Cypress __ the end of the school year that was supposed to into – two was supposed to have met after the school year was out, which the rumor spreads every year that Cypress is coming after the Snowden kids, see, because it’s an intimidating type thing, and it’s just a rumor.  I mean this is always.  Every time – This was always the case.  At the end of school year, there was certain people who were going to get other people, this type of thing.  So never did pay much attention to it until last year, and of course the reason it came to an issue last year is because there were two individuals over a little girlfriend – one from Cypress and one from Snowden – had an altercation before school was out.  And it was a little fall out among, “Oh, she’s my girlfriend,” “Oh, she my girlfriend,” “You stay away from her,” “No, I’ll be over there to get you this afternoon.”  
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So he showed up over there that afternoon, and of course that was – the timing of it was absolutely terrible, because the timing was the last week of school, and everybody’s looking for something to gravitate to anyhow.  So that continued to carry over.  That little thing.  We couldn’t – Any other time during the school year, we would have dealt with that situation.  That would have been the end of it.  But we dealt with that situation, but that gave the Cypress and Snowden kids that wanted to expound on that thing, they kept talking it up and this type thing.  And sure enough, one afternoon, two three days before school was out, some Cypress kids were waiting on some Snowden youngsters up there behind the southwestern, and not sure how I got into this long story, but anyhow, I followed up through there, and we called the police to disperse them.  We got all that behind southwestern, and then they went on 
(0:48:01)


Homuck Jackson.  So we were geared up for the last day of school, cause the rumor was really circulating.  It was going to be an all-out thing between Snowden Cypress on the last day, and nobody showed.  We had security over here, and nobody from Cypress showed up, and Snowden went on without any problem.
Rayme Creemer:
But normally, other than that, there hasn’t been anything –

Don Coffey:
No, there is not.  Not other than an individual flare up, this type thing, which is I think happens in many cases.  Not in many cases, but is not an uncommon thing as far as that to occur.  But as far as having situations to where you need security, or where you need the police, we have had in the four years – that’s the only situation where I can recall that we’ve had to use outside help to handle.

(0:49:04)
Rayme Creemer:
You haven’t had problems with kids with weapons or fighting each other here, have you?

Don Coffey:
No, we really have been fortunate in that respect, too.  We don’t have a problem with the weapons.  See, the fights we have – See, we’ve really got a junior high student body here.  We’ve got seventh and eighth grade and elementary kids that they end up slapping one another or pulling one another’s hair or dragging one another down, and that’s out of anger or out of temper flare up, and that’s it.  We don’t have this hardcore scene.  We just don’t have that element in our school at this point.  And if we do, they have a more positive influence that it does not surface, if that’s the case.  There’s __ __ they do not have an opportunity to gravitate to that type of thing, and it does not show.  Or it does not prevail.  
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So, no.  The weapons, the serious type fights, the gang type things and whatever, and if it exists – and I’m not saying it exists any place else.  I’m just saying that here, here that’s not something we have to deal with.  Now, we have to deal with the fights with Johnny and Billy arguing over this, and finally meeting after school and slapping one another – that’s something that we’ve been dealing with ever since kids were going to school and we still deal with.  So it is we deal with it very seriously.  It’s not something that’s taken lightly.  And they know when they have their hands on somebody else, that they’re going home, and their parents are going to come in, and they’re going to be punished as a result of it, and it’s a serious.  
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That, having their hands on somebody else, and having their hands on something that belongs to somebody else, there’s no ifs, ands, or buts.  We don’t talk and we don’t say, “If it happens the next time…”  It’s dealt with then.  Those, a lot of those things, being late to class, talking in class, being mischievous in class and this type thing, we can deal with it.  But having their hands on something that belongs to somebody else and having their hands on somebody else, it’s dealt with.  And the first time they do it, they go home.  And to be very candid with you, they take – if the parent agree with it, they take their corporal punishment when they come back in.  And if it happens again, they go back home on another __ and __ they go to area office.  And so it’s –
Rayme Creemer:
You do use corporal punishment here?

Don Coffey:
Yes.  Always by choice.  In other words, we are fortunate that we have a detention hall.
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and so we say, “You can take three licks, or you can take three days detention hall, or you can have your folks come in and talk to us about it, either one you want to do.”  And so no youngster’s given corporal punishment unless that’s his choice in punishment.  So we’re fortunate that we don’t have – we can keep kids after school.  When I say ‘detention hall’, we have a teacher that stays and keeps youngsters 30 minutes after school, for those that like to stay after school rather than doing __ type thing.

Rayme Creemer:
The kids rather take the licks, huh?

Don Coffey:
Many times they would.  Yeah.  Many times they would.  And sometimes, depending on the offense, we don’t offer them detention hall, because it’s more serious offense than to stay after school, so then they have a choice of taking the three licks or having their parents come in and talk to us about it.  And most of the time, they would prefer to take the punishment, also.  Of course, that has to be good judgment, too, because then, when you do that, then it’s a time you got – And we keep a folder on the youngsters out there.  
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And if it’s two or three times, then we feel the parent needs to know, so then the parents are contacted.  We don’t give them a choice.  I’ve talked to you, we gave you licks last time, and now you’re back up here again, so obviously neither one of those is doing the job, so I think your mom needs to know what’s happening, so we’re just going to tell her.

Rayme Creemer:
I know that for instance Cypress has emergency bills you can push.  Does Snowden have that kind of system?  If you need help?

Don Coffey:
Mm-mm, no.

Rayme Creemer:
Just wondered.  That would…

Don Coffey:
Do you teach at Cypress or something?
Rayme Creemer:
(laughter) No.  No, no.  See, that’s one of our schools that’s in the neighborhood that we consider that we’re doing a history of.  And so I have interviewed people, teachers there, and we’ll interview the principal.  And I haven’t actually been to the school yet.  I photographed it.

Carol Lowe:
Do y’all have any way of communicating with the parents?  Isn’t there a Snowden newsletter or something like that?

(0:54:00)
Don Coffey:
Yeah, we have a PTA newsletter that one of our parents works up.  Of course, I gather the news most of the time, try to pull it together for them, send it to them, and they mail it home.  We do it four times, four times a year, to kind of – It’s full of dates for that period, and PTA activities and school activities that we try to give, recognize names of kids that have done things, that have been deserved recognition.  And then we tell the things that the PTA’s doing.  And then we put the dates of upcoming activities, school and PTA.  ___ ___ show you that ___ can’t see it.  But I was going to say I was going to show you a copy of some of them, but that’s not going to be –

Carol Lowe:
Isn’t that kind of unusual?

Don Coffey:
Schools can communicate with their parents through the newsletter, yeah.  I don’t know.  Does that mean the mail?  

(0:55:00)


A lot of them send it home by the kids because of I think the expense of a mailing permit.  Our PTA decided this year that – Last year, we sent it by the kids, also, and a lot, they didn’t get home.  Junior high youngsters are the world’s worst at getting home with something, so they decided, they invested  the money, and they got another permit this year, and they decided to mail them.
[Break]


But it’s a professional way to – It’s a nice way of communicating.  Parents appreciate getting it.

Rayme Creemer:
Your PTA really must be phenomenal in raising money, because they obviously have spent on a lot of wonderful things for the school.

Don Coffey:
Yeah, they have.  And I think it’s a joint.  As far as the money raising thing, it’s a joint type thing, because the teachers work with them.  Teachers and parents man the booths at the carnival.  
(0:56:00)


Teachers and parents help with the spaghetti supper, doing this.  And so they work together.  We don’t put it solely in ___ parents to do all that.  
(0:56:12)
 

[End of Audio]
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