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IRMO – Two schools in Lexington-Richland School District Five have been selected as finalists for 

the 2017 Palmetto’s Finest Schools Awards. Dutch Fork Middle School and Dutch Fork High School 

received official notification that they are two of the nine finalists statewide for this prestigious 

award. The application process includes elements on student achievement, instructional pro-

grams, professional learning communities, and school culture. 

 “We are honored to be named a Palmetto’s Finest Finalist,” said Dutch Fork High School principal 

Greg Owings. “This is a tribute to our outstanding students, faculty and staff. We appreciate the 

tremendous support that our district office, parents and community give us.” 

 Dutch Fork Middle School Principal Gerald Gary added, “Being selected as a Palmetto’s Finest Fi-

nalist is affirmation that Dutch Fork Middle is offering a quality, comprehensive program to all of 

our students. We celebrate the commitment of our staff, the support of our families and the 

demonstration of excellence by our students.” 

 Last fall, those South Carolina schools that felt they were competitive for this high honor sub-

mitted a 20-page application. Later, each school received an onsite examination visit by a review 

committee. The review committee considered all aspects of school operations, academic  
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achievement and student success. From all the submissions, nine finalists were selected and will 

undergo a second onsite evaluation. The SC Association of School Administrators (SCASA) pre-

sents awards each year to schools which offer the best in innovative and effective educational 

programs. The Palmetto’s Finest Award is celebrating its 39th year and is one of the most covet-

ed and respected awards among South Carolina educators. 

 “We are excited to recognize some of the outstanding and innovative schools in South Carolina. 

They represent the many excellent school communities serving South Carolina’s families,” said 

Beth Phibbs, SCASA Executive Director. District Five Chief Instructional Officer, Dr. Christina Mel-

ton echoed those comments. “We are very excited that two of the nine schools recognized 

as Palmetto’s Finest Finalists are District Five schools. This is another example of the outstanding 

school leaders, great staff and teachers, engaged and supportive parents and community mem-

bers in District Five.” 
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IRMO – Five School Improvement Councils (SICs) from Lexington-Richland School District Five have 

been named to the SC School Improvement Council’s (SC-SIC) 2017 Honor Roll for their significant 

efforts to foster civic engagement in public education. Those schools are Chapin Elementary, Cha-

pin Intermediate, Chapin Middle, Harbison West Elementary and Nursery Road Elementary School. 

 “With only 16 School Improvement Councils recognized statewide, our district continues to excel 

by engaging families and connecting with the community to ensure all of our students are support-

ed so they can succeed in school and in life,” said Bunnie Ward, Harbison West Elementary 

School’s SIC Chair. “It truly takes a village. I challenge everyone to find some way, large or small, to 

reach out and engage.” 

 Chapin Middle School SIC Chair Reggie Salazar added, “What an honor it is to be one of five Dis-

trict Five schools to be recognized on the SIC Riley Award Honor Roll. It is a true testament to the 

hard work and selfless service of Chapin Middle School’s civic volunteers. In collaboration with 

CMS staff, faculty and students, their dedication and commitment to excellence in improving pub-

lic education is phenomenal.” 
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 These Honor Roll SICs will continue in the running for SC-SIC’s annual Dick and Tunky Riley Award 

for School Improvement Council Excellence. Named for the former U.S. Secretary of Education and 

South Carolina Governor and his late wife, the Riley award was created in 2002 to recognize the 

vital contributions made by more than 1,200 local SICs and their nearly 13,000 SIC members 

across the state. 

 Chapin Intermediate School principal Vann Holden has been amazed to see how well the SIC has 

served the school and was elated that CIS was named an Honor Roll School. “Our School Improve-

ment Council has been a vital part of collaborating to customize all aspects of our school to meet 

the unique needs of the students we serve. This award celebrates the commitment of our school 

and community to create lasting partnerships and ensure our students receive the highest quality 

education. Thanks must be given to our parents, teachers and community members for making 

Chapin Intermediate School such a success!” 

 School Board Chair Robert Gantt was thrilled that so many District Five SIC were being honored. 

"School Improvement Councils are vital to the success of our schools. Our parents and community 

partners provide expertise, support and insights that make our schools better. Congratulations to 

all our Honor Roll schools and thanks to all those individuals who serve on School Improvement 

Councils." 

 Five finalists from this year’s list of Honor Roll SICs will be selected in February, with one to be an-

nounced as the winner of the annual Riley Award for SIC Excellence in March. School Improve-

ment Councils were established in state law 40 years ago. Part of the Center for Educational Part-

nerships within the University of South Carolina College of Education, the SC School Improvement 

Council provides the member training, technical assistance, statutory accountability, and other 

operational resources necessary for the continued success of the community-based SICs in each 

of the state’s K-12 public schools. 

 More information on SC-SIC, the Riley Award for School Improvement Council Excellence, 

and award winners from previous years can be found online at http://sic.sc.gov. 



IRMO – Smiles and laughter flowed through the gymnasium where they once played. Former stu-

dents of Richlex School gathered for a special night at their “Holiday Gala Reunion” to celebrate 

and remember the classes of 1953 through 1968. The event was held on December 10 at Dutch 

Fork Elementary School, formerly home to Richlex School. 

 Richlex School was established in 1953 as a school for black children in Richland and Lexington 

Counties. From 1953 until 1968, 530 Black students received high school diplomas and an addi-

tional 603 students received elementary and high school instruction. In 1968, the dual school sys-

tem structure was abolished as schools were integrated. 

 Chairperson of the Richlex Reunion James Washington gushed from ear to ear as classmates filed 

their way into the place that gave them opportunity to learn, grow and develop as students. “It is 

so important that we celebrate tonight,” Washington said. “Let’s face it. We are in our twilight 

years. If we don’t have this reunion now, it would never happen. It is so special to reconnect with 

what we had, where we went and where we’re going. But more importantly, we do this because 

we have to pass this on to our kids. There’s a legacy here.” 
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 Students like Hattie and Willie Metze, who met during their days at Richlex and have now been 

married for 50 years, were so excited to once again walk the same halls they did many years ago. 

“It brings back so many great memories of going to school here,” Hattie said. “It is such a special 

place.” A standout basketball player, Willie recalled his playing days in the gym, “It looks exactly 

the same. This is where we played our games and just outside we played football.” 

 Not only were students at Richlex bonded as classmates, but there were many students who had 

family members attending the school as well. Mary Richardson had an interesting story to share, 

“I was attending Booker T. Washington High School, but I requested a transfer to Richlex because 

that was where all my friends and family went to school,” Richardson said. “I looked forward to 

school each and every day because this was the place I wanted to be.” 

 The star of the night may have been Mrs. Rubie Shumpert. Shumpert taught at Richlex School 

when the doors opened and just recently celebrated her 99th birthday. “It was so important to 

be here tonight because I believe I am the only original teacher left,” Shumpert said. “Our school 

mascot was the Cyclops and I remember submitting the logo for it because it was different than 

all the other surrounding schools. I had no idea they kept it around all these years.” 

 As the night of celebration rolled along, Larry Haltiwanger Sr., a Richlex graduate and current Dis-

trict Five Board of Trustees Vice Chairman reflected on his years spent at this special school. “It 

was a place where we came to be educated. That’s all we knew,” Haltiwanger said. “It is really 

surprising to see all the people that turned out tonight to remember what this place meant to us. 

The teachers and students had the utmost respect for one another. We looked to the teachers as 

parents away from home. I will always carry Richlex with me.” 
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IRMO – Oak Pointe Elementary School principal Cassy Paschal and second grade teacher Lindsay 

Head have teamed up with Dr. Thomas Hodges, Assistant Professor of Instruction and Teacher Ed-

ucation in Elementary Education at the University of South Carolina, and have been selected to 

present two different topics at the 2017 Professional Development Schools (PDS) National Confer-

ence on February 9-12 in Myrtle Beach. In addition, Paschal will co-facilitate the themed working 

group on Evaluating the PDS Experience. Head will also make a presentation during a co-teaching 

panel at the conference. 

 The first presentation the group will present is titled Working at the Intersection of Methods and 

Professional Development. In this session, they will describe how integrated field experiences in 

methods coursework provides a powerful mechanism to work at the intersection of methods and 

professional development. Using examples from the delivery of mathematics methods course-

work in the 2nd and 4th grade classrooms, the group will illustrate the power of integrated field 

experiences for developing unique professional learning opportunities for teacher candidates, 

classroom teachers and methods instructors alike. 
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 The second presentation, Differentiated Clinical Experiences: Creating Intentional Internship 

Placements, will describe the group’s efforts to develop a school-based system for thoughtful and 

intentional placement of both part and full-time internship candidates in host teacher class-

rooms. Through a system of classroom-based observations and group level interviews, interns 

are systematically placed with coaching teachers to leverage strengths and address weaknesses 

in candidate performance. In the presentation, the group will describe the theory that drives de-

cision-making while making clear the practical significance of these efforts. 

 “Oak Pointe’s partnership with the University of South Carolina is incredibly important to our 

school,” Paschal said. “Our common commitment to the teachers and children of South Carolina 

is evident in everything we do together. This partnership creates future teachers that are strong 

and competent, as well as professionally developing veteran teachers in our school. The recipro-

cal relationship that we have developed over the years is strong and purposeful, and we look for-

ward to working together for many years to come.” 
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IRMO – Over 275 people attended the final District Five Magnet Fair for the upcoming school year. 

Parents and students poured through The Center for Advanced Technical Studies looking at educa-

tional options for the 2017-18 school year. The goal of the fair is to help parents and students find 

the very best fit for their educational experience. 

 The open-house style event featured programs from nine District Five schools: Dutch Fork Ele-

mentary School Academy of Environmental Sciences, Dutch Fork High School Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Math (STEM) Program, Harbison West Elementary School Escolares Academy, 

H.E. Corley Elementary “Leader in Me” School, Irmo Middle School International Academic Mag-

net (I AM), Irmo High School International School for the Arts (featuring the International Bacca-

laureate Program), Leaphart Engineering Arts Program (LEAP) at Leaphart Elementary School, Sev-

en Oaks Elementary School MEDIA Magnet and Spring Hill High School Career Pathways Magnet. 

School leaders and students were on hand to provide information on their program offerings and 

discussed options with parents to fit their child’s needs. 

 District Five Magnet School Program Director Sara Wheeler described the importance of schools 

being able to offer magnet programs. “Magnets are such a wonderful way to help public schools 

stay viable,” Wheeler said. “Instead of just being limited to a neighborhood school, the district 

provides parents and students an opportunity to find their best fit and make needed accommoda-

tions.” 
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 In September 2013, District Five magnet programs received a boost from a $10.3 million federal 

grant. Since receiving the grant, the District has expanded and enhanced its choice offerings. The 

District hopes to offer even more school choice options in the future. District Five Chief Instruc-

tional Officer Dr. Christina Melton said, “To offer the choice for students and our families makes 

us more progressive and competitive. Expanding school choice has been in Superintendent Dr. 

Hefner’s vision plans and seeing it come to life makes us very excited. Our parents know our chil-

dren best, and it is up to us to offer options, courses and preparation of studies so our students 

can be ready for college pursuit or career pursuit once they finish in District Five.” 

 Parents Whitney and Daniel Parks were excited to see the many offerings for their son who is 

currently in elementary school. “It is nice that schools in District Five are offering programs like 

this that are tailored to specific mindsets for our children,” Daniel said. “Some kids learn through 

art and pictures, and some kids learn with more of a logistical approach. This is such a benefit for 

the students to have an advanced program at such a young age.” 

 In addition to magnet programs, District Five “School of Choice” options currently include: The 

Academy for Success, Irmo Elementary School, Nursery Road Elementary School, Oak Pointe Ele-

mentary School, River Springs Elementary School, CrossRoads Intermediate School, Dutch Fork 

High School and Chapin High School.  
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COLUMBIA – The sound of “Ode to Joy” is strummed in unison by a class of eager students. 

 “Wow, you guys are very good listeners for an early Monday morning,” Marina Alexandra says 

with a smile to a group of Irmo High students. The Ukrainian born, Columbia native profession-

al guitarist is serving as an artist of residence this semester, teaching students how to play the 

classical guitar. She began playing guitar at the age of six and has established herself as a dynamic 

performer with a powerful stage presence. Alexandra performs regularly on stages throughout the 

southeast United States.  

 “It is such an honor to have Marina teach our class this semester,” said IHS Orchestra Director 

Colleen Marcou. “The kids get to see first-hand the dedication of someone who started playing at 

such a young age and the perseverance of sticking with something for this long. This is such a 

unique opportunity for the students and myself to see different viewpoints on the same tech-

nique.” 

 Alexandra has students run through notes, “What this does is teach you the independence of us-

ing your fingers,” she tells the class. “Muscle memory is key for playing any kind of instrument.” 
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 “This is so nice to be able to learn from a professional like Mrs. Alexandra because you don’t get 

to experience something like it every day,” said ninth grader RJ McQueen. “I love playing music 

all the time. This opportunity will better my enhancement at guitar and I feel like learning classi-

cal music will challenge me. That is why I love music so much because there is always a chal-

lenge.” 

 This opportunity for students is just one example of the arts concepts that permeates through 

Irmo High School International School of the Arts. Students in the guitar class each have their 

own classical guitar to practice on thanks to a grant Irmo High was able to obtain. “I believe it is a 

great opportunity for our students to see professional musicians like Marina up close. I know that 

she will inspire our students to excel academically and in their musical pursuits,” said Irmo High 

School principal David Riegel. “I love that they have opportunities to explore different musical 

styles. It is exciting that they get to learn classical music because I’m sure most of them have nev-

er even seen a classical guitar before. To be exposed to someone of Marina’s stature, skill and 

talent is really neat for students here at Irmo High.” 

 During her first day of teaching, Alexandra was very impressed with how engaged the students 

were. “They were so well-behaved and very respectful. I think we are going to make a lot of pro-

gress here,” Alexandra said. “For any musician, to be able to give back is probably the most re-

warding experience you can have. My goal is that I hope the students will understand the im-

portance of practice and establishing a foundation of working at their craft. I want them each to 

feel inspired and let them know that they can go as far as they want to.” 
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IRMO – When Dutch Fork Elementary third grade student Savannah Steele wanted to do some-

thing to help others, she came up with the idea for Little Hands Big Hearts. This charity project 

helps the homeless in the community by donating and distributing care packages full of essential 

items. Savannah raised the initial funds to build care packages with a GoFundMe campaign that 

reached nearly $900. She also encouraged her fellow students in Ms. Abu Abdo’s third grade 

class to get involved. They made necklaces, bracelets, and bookmarks for a school fundraiser that 

raised $313. 

To continue in her efforts, Savannah applied for the Disney Summer of Service grant. Out of thou-

sands of applicants, she was one of three hundred and forty recipients to be awarded a $500 

grant. The District 5 Foundation presented the $500 check to Savannah in front of her class on 

behalf of Disney. District 5 Foundation Treasurer Joy Rambo said, “It is just awesome what you 

have done. That you have taken the initiative to put this project together and that you are help-

ing the homeless in your community.” 



 Savannah was excited to receive the grant and to be able to help even more people through 

Little Hands Big Hearts. She explained, “We take all kinds of stuff that people need to live and we 

put them in the bags and go down to downtown Columbia and we pass them out. Our goal this 

first time was to do fifty... We’re going to spend the $500 on more of our supplies to give to the 

homeless and put in the bags.” 

 After building the care packages for Little Hands Big Hearts, Savannah and her family visit parks 

and walk around Columbia to distribute the packages to needy individuals. The care packages in-

clude a reusable backpack, a blanket, gloves, water, food, and toiletry items such as shampoo, 

tissues, baby wipes, a toothbrush, and toothpaste. This grant will also go towards purchasing 

winter coats to include in the packages. In addition to the donations, Little Hands Big Hearts 

offers a helping hand and friendship to those in need. 

 “The reaction from people has been very thankful. And we’ve met a lot of great people along 

the way,” said Savannah’s stepfather Thomas. “We’re very proud of her and happy that she was 

able to receive this grant from Disney so that we can help her further her cause.” 

 Dutch Fork Elementary School Principal Julius Scott hopes Savannah’s actions and accomplish-

ments inspire others. He added, “As a school, we have ten beliefs. One belief states that learning 

should lead to social action. Based on what students learn, they should seek to make our school 

community better, our local community better, or the world at large better. And that’s fully em-

braced by our students and our parents. Savannah’s actions absolutely encapsulate what we are 

seeking to do as a school. The exciting part for us is seeing the positive difference an eight year-

old who has a desire to make the world a better place can make. What is that going to look like 

when she’s twenty-eight? When she’s thirty-eight? We absolutely believe our world will be a 

better place because of students like Savannah.” 
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COLUMBIA – Irmo High School band director Roger Simpson has been recognized nationally by 

the School Band and Orchestra (SBO) magazine in their 19thannual “50 Directors Who Make a 

Difference” edition. The magazine showcases great music educators from all 50 states. Current 

and former students, colleagues, peers, parents and other admirers of band and orchestra direc-

tors submitted nominations for these outstanding band and orchestra directors. 

 Simpson is in his fifth year as Director of Band at Irmo High School. He is a graduate of Charles-

ton Southern University where he received his Bachelor of Arts in Music Education. Prior to arriv-

ing at Irmo, Simpson served as Director of Bands at Barnwell High School and Hartsville High 

School where he was named Teacher of the Year in 2010. In 2011, he was named the South Caro-

lina Music Educators Association’s Young Music Educator of the Year. This year under the direc-

tion of Simpson, Irmo finished second in the AAA Lower State Championship. 

 “Each year, I encourage my students to work to their fullest potential so that there is no room 

left for regret,” Simpson told SBO. “This is a concept that I hope they apply to all areas of their 

lives, not just music. In life, those who find themselves the most successful understand that there 

is simply no time to waste. My hope is that in 30 years, they will not have regrets about what 

they could have or should have done, but will be proud of where they are and what they have 

accomplished.” 



 SBO also asked Simpson what his proudest moment is as an educator. “I am the proudest at the 

end of every school year when I have the opportunity to watch each of my students walk across 

the stage and pick up their diplomas,” Simpson said. “From the student who worked hard and 

barely passed, to the student who worked hard and became valedictorian of the class, I find my-

self equally proud of them all. With each step, I think back upon their first day of their 

first band camp and reflect upon how much each one has grown and matured. While there is a 

bit of sadness to see a member of the band family embark on the next chapter, I am confident 

that they will go on to personify the positive change that we want to see in the world.” 

 Irmo High School principal David Riegel shared his thoughts on Simpson’s recognition saying, 

“Roger has been an instrumental part of our arts department and the growth of our arts magnet 

here at IHS. He is collaborative, patient and thoughtful in the design of his programs and activi-

ties. Roger is greatly admired by his students and colleagues and Irmo High is so lucky to have 

him. I know that this is just the beginning of the great things that he will accomplish as part of 

our school!” 
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CHAPIN – Chapin High School girls’ soccer coach Bob Taylor has been awarded the 2016 South Car-

olina Coach of the Year award by the National Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS). 

The NFHS recognizes coaches at the state, sectional, and national level. The Eagles clinched their 

first-ever state championship in girls’ soccer in 2016. 

 “It is always an honor to be recognized for something that you put so much time into,” Taylor said. 

“To be recognized by the NFHS is unbelievable. The fact that our National Organization thought I 

did a good job is very humbling. That is why the state championship means so much because it is 

not just the girls on the 2016 team, but the girls from 2010 and on that believed in what we were 

doing. To reach that goal is a real feeling of accomplishment for our girls, our coaching staff, par-

ents and fans.” 

 Senior Rachel Cosby was all smiles when asked about Coach Taylor saying, “Coach has meant the 

world to the rest of my teammates and myself over the past couple of years. He turned the girls’ 

soccer program around and has built it into a program that is highly respected all over the state. 

Without him we would not be where we are today and his leadership has helped shape us all into 

great soccer players with great attitudes. We are all so proud of him and he deserves this award 

more than anyone else!” 

 Chapin High School Principal Dr. Akil Ross had a feeling Coach Taylor would be recognized on a na-

tional stage. “It is no surprise that Coach Taylor would be honored by the National Federation of 

State High School Associations for his contributions to student athletes,” Ross said. “Coach Taylor 

strives to build meaningful relationships with his players while challenging them to give their best. 

His winning personality and high energy level inspires everyone he meets. The Chapin High School 

Eagle family joins me in congratulating Coach Taylor for this well-deserved honor!” 
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COLUMBIA – Read with the Gamecocks recognized Irmo Middle School student Corey Corley as 

the top eighth grade reader in South Carolina. He read 1,040 pages in two weeks earning him the 

title of Highest Reading Hero for eighth grade across the state. The Read with the Gamecocks 

reading program promotes literacy and encourages reading among students from kindergarten 

through eighth grade. 

 Corey reflected on winning saying, “I felt really surprised and I also felt appreciated… I thought it 

was nice how I won.” He enjoys reading because it allows your imagination to grow and his favor-

ite genre is mythology. For the competition he read books by two of his favorite authors, Rick 

Riordon and James Patterson. 

 “I’m incredibly proud of this young man, I’m excited for him,” said Irmo Middle School Principal 

Robert Jackson. “We want students to have a love and a passion for reading and we want them 

to be excellent readers.” Corey is one of many students at Irmo Middle who took on the reading 

challenge. Irmo Middle places a priority on literacy and is always looking for fun ways to encour-

age students to read. Jackson continued, “This recognition confirms that this program makes a 

difference. We will continue to look for innovative ways to make our students great readers. 

We’re very, very proud of Corey and his accomplishment and we would encourage other stu-

dents to embrace that love of reading.  Being a good reader is a critical life skill.” 

 The media center coordinated the Read with the Gamecocks program at Irmo Middle School. 

Each participant read every day for two weeks during the contest and recorded the number of 

pages on a reading log. All participating students received vouchers to both a South Carolina 

men’s and women’s basketball game. As one of the state’s grade level Highest Reading Heroes, 

Corey was recognized with a certificate and an opportunity to meet Cocky post-game. Media 

Specialist Renee Williams said, “I’m so proud. Corey is one of our top readers so I’m glad that he 

could show Irmo that we can read and be a part of a big program like the Gamecocks’.” 

 When asked what his advice would be for other young readers Corey answered, “A book has 

more power for imagination than something online. Just keep reading!”  



 

Saturday, February 18, 2017 Monday, February 20, 2017 Monday, February 27, 2017 Monday, February 13, 2017 

D5 Dance Marathon at Seven Oaks 

Park Gymnasium. All proceeds  

support Palmetto Health Children’s 

Hospital. 

President’s Day. Teacher Work Day 

— no school for students. 

School Board Meeting at 7pm at 

Oak Pointe Elementary School. 

School Board Meeting at 7pm at 

Seven Oaks Elementary School. 
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