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Ailments and afflictions are outside of one’s 
control and can negatively alter a person’s life. 
Unless, that is, the person suffering responds with 
dogged determination to surmount the obstacles 
no matter what it takes.

Earlier in their education, the 2016 Star 
Academy scholarship winners were dealt potentially 
debilitating blows in the form of dyslexia and a rare 
skin disease, but instead of folding up their tents, 
accepting the cruel fate, and falling by the wayside, 
they dug deep, fought back, and moved to the 
front of the class. In this respect, they are not unlike 
many other Star Academy students, including all 
other finalists in this year’s scholarship competition.

Cora Baughman and Tyler Thornton are 
inspirations to not only their families, friends, 
teachers, and classmates, but also to anyone 
who chooses to learn their stories. Following are 
excerpts from scholarship nominations submitted 

by Star officials that explain just how determined 

Cora and Tyler are to make the most of their 

second chance via the Star Academy Program.

Cora Baughman
 Gordon Odyssey Academy, 
Winnsboro, SC 
 Nominator: Jacqueline L. Gilyard, 
Curriculum Coach

Cora qualified for the Star Academy Program 

because she had failed to meet the requirements 

to pass from fifth grade to sixth grade. She 

struggled to learn because her dyslexia was 

undiagnosed. After being diagnosed the following 

year, she began to get the academic support that 

she needed. She became interested in the Star 

Academy Program because she felt that it would 

give her an opportunity to advance academically 

based on her ability. 

Disorder and disease 

Cora Baughman

don’t stop these students
2016 Star Academy Scholarship Winners: Cora Baughman & Tyler Thornton
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By Cody White, Communications Assistant  • cwhite@pitsco.com

Is there a recipe for a successful Star Academy? What would be 
on that ingredients list? Ask a new teacher who has just unpacked  
his lab, and he might say computers, curriculum, and hands-on 
equipment. Ask a principal who strives to balance theory and 
pragmatism, and her answer might involve the caliber of the teachers 
and the structural elements of the program. Ask a counselor whose 
week has included a few hard discussions, and he might speak of the 
students themselves and their support network at home and school. 
All of these are important to the recipe. But if we really want to bake a 
cake, we can’t forget that all-important step: apply heat.

In this case, the heat is the cooperative effort to create a strong, 
purpose-oriented culture. This is exactly what Metis Leadership 
Group, which grew up alongside the Star Academy Program, seeks to 
engender. The term they have coined, Culture of Achievement, says it all. 

The origins of Star Academy and Metis are closely tied. In 2005, 
Pitsco founder Dr. Harvey Dean and educator Mike Robinson were 
requested to speak with a superintendent in Pickens County, South 
Carolina, whose district was facing a challenge with dropouts. Out 

of that conversation came the idea of Star Academy, a program that 

combined modern methods of curriculum delivery with a close-knit, 

goal-focused culture. 

The curriculum was, if not the easy part, at least the 

straightforward part. Progress toward the second part came when 

Robinson had a chance encounter with psychologist Dr. Tom Brock. 

Brock had been exploring ideas related to the communications 

process, ideas that Robinson recognized as relevant to the aims of Star 

Academy. Metis Leadership Group evolved out of their efforts to put 

these ideas into practice.

Managing Student Behavior
Over the years the group honed its techniques. Two Metis-

developed programs are in use in Star Academies. The first, 

Managing Student Behavior, is about setting up expectations for 

the way students comport themselves at school. Expectations, and 

the effective communication of those expectations, are a necessary 

foundation for a well-maintained school.

Metis Leadership Group promotes  
mature behaviors, Culture of Achievement

Tom Brock (left) and Mike Robinson (right), cofounders of Metis 
Leadership Group, help staff and students develop a sustainable sense 
of purpose and order in their schools.
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Enforcing these expectations through intervention and punishment is 
not enough. The real goal is to shape a student body that regulates its own 
behaviors. The research is clear: Behaviors are skills. Skills can be taught.

According to Robinson, “We say that when a person is self-
regulated, they understand and will follow those expected behaviors 
they were taught by a teacher – just like a teacher teaches the 
Pythagorean theorem, teachers teach behaviors. Learning is behavior 
change. Therefore, you can teach behaviors.”

The true test of self-regulation comes when the teacher is out of 
the room. Do the students still heed expectations? Do they follow 
procedures, work on their tasks, and treat fellow students with respect? 
Here lies the dividing line between mere compliance and self-regulation. 

Goal-Focused Communication
The cultivation of civility and an atmosphere of learning open 

the way toward Goal-Focused 
Communication, the second 
program Metis provides for Star 
Academies. The process works 
by having students deliberately 
consider their own goal for 
their education, where they 
are now in relation to it, and 
their strategy for moving toward it. But the strategy can’t just be a 
lofty-sounding personal vow. It must be immediately useful. It must, 
Robinson says, have students express what they will do and when 
they will do it.

What students are really learning is not just a behavior (goal 
setting) to get them through Star Academy. They are learning a 
behavior that will help them through their whole school career and 
even into adulthood. In fact, the Metis approach as a whole models 
an adult approach to problem solving.

“If I’m given a problem as an adult,” says Robinson, “I have to 
determine how much I know already toward solving that problem. 
And how much I don’t know. And then, how am I going to find out 
what I don’t know so I can solve the problem. It could be a problem 
at work, in higher education, in a family, in church, or in life. That is 
the way an adult does it.”

Sustainability is key
Of course, students aren’t the only actors in the process. Teachers 

have already learned to behave as responsible adults, but not all of them 
will find it obvious how to teach these adult behaviors to students – 
particularly in the face of what could be significant challenges in the 
students’ home lives and educational histories. For this reason, Metis 
teaches teachers. Teachers learn about the theory of the program and 
receive guided practice – in some cases in live situations with students.

A final step is the training 
of mentors among the staff of 
the school. Mentors become 
experts in the process and 
work to continue to train other 
teachers in the process, even 
after the Metis representatives 
have left.  “We’re training them 

to train others to not need us in the future,” says Robinson. 
On all levels, sustainability is the hallmark of success for a Culture 

of Achievement in a school. And what is the end result?
“We get comments from parents like ‘We feel that a rock has 

been lifted off of our shoulders’ or ‘You’ve given our kids back to 
us.’ When you see that and realize that in fact that is the truth, that 
makes you feel awfully good. It also makes you realize that there 
must be a heck of a lot of other kids out there who need just that 
and parents and families that need just that.” 

Anatomy of a goal
“All kids have goals,” begins Mike Robinson, cofounder of 

Metis Leadership Group. “They’ll say they don’t have goals. 
‘Well, if you did have a goal, what would it be?’ And then they 
tell you their goal.” Goals might be vague, or in constant flux, or 
unrealistic, but the raw material is there. The Metis approach gives 
students tools for identifying and sharpening these goals – and 
for monitoring their progress on them.

Having identified their goal, students are asked to give a 
number – from one to 10 – indicating how far along they are 
in achieving their goal. A student might reply, for example, that 
he or she is at a five. The question then becomes, “What do you 
have to do to get to a six?” The numbers might mean nothing 

to the questioner. That’s fine. What matters is what they mean 
to the student. Ultimately, the process works when it leads 
students to engage with their own lives, to push themselves.

“Star Academies tend to deal with students who were 
unsuccessful in their former school setting. This happens for lots 
of reasons. . . . Our point is that we don’t care about the reasons. 
That sounds crass. But we don’t. What we want to do is ask 
‘What is your goal? Where are you now relative to attaining that 
goal? How are you going to reach that goal? That is, what is the 
first step you will take?’”

The answer to each of these three questions redirects the 
responsibility for learning onto the student. 

”We get comments from parents like ‘We feel 
that a rock has been lifted off of our shoulders’ 

or ‘You’ve given our kids back to us.’ . . .“
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In Lancaster, Girls FIGHT  
(and that’s a good thing!)

In September 2015, Dorothy Cooper, the social studies teacher 
in the Lancaster Star Academy, partnered with Jeanette Busby, the 
school’s CIS social worker, to develop a plan to address concerns 
with the most at-risk girls in the Star Academy Program. Their goals 
were clear:

• Intervene while the students were freshmen, thus less 
entrenched in and distracted by the high school culture.

• Help the girls realize their goals in life.

• Improve their problem-solving skills.

• Address behavioral concerns. 

With these goals in mind, the weekly support group Girls FIGHT 
(Facing Issues Girls Have Today) was born.

The group began with 10 students and has grown to 12. The 
girls meet for an hour each week to discuss topics the leaders 
deem relevant based on their initial goals as well as issues the 
girls bring to light. The leaders have either a counseling or social 
work background, which they believe better equips them to guide 
conversation and provide for the needs disclosed. As the leaders 
forged stronger bonds with the girls, they learned much about 
home struggles and general issues faced by the girls. Some topics 
were of a nature that neither leader felt comfortable discussing 
given their positions; leaders formed a partnership with Girls, Inc., 

a national organization focused on building confidence in and 

empowering girls, to handle these topics and ensure the girls were 

given sound direction. 

Leadership has also planned events geared at helping the girls 

recognize they are unique, special, and loved. A father-daughter 

tea was held. For girls with a dad unable to be present, stand-in 

“fathers” were recruited from the school staff. The idea of stand-ins 

was so well received that role models/mentors were enlisted for girls 

with absentee parents to attend to some of their general needs. 

Cooper reports great growth in the girls, specifically better 

decision making, fewer discipline issues, and improved grades 

for most. The leaders have additionally watched the girls take 

initiative to move beyond themselves as evidenced by the girls’ 

request to commit to a service project. In response to the request, 

leaders created a list of potential service projects and girls voted 

to participate in a project to provide dresses that they would make 

themselves for little girls in Africa. Not only did the girls like the idea 

of learning how to sew, they also embraced the idea of helping less 

fortunate little girls. 

Since its inception, the group has created much positive buzz. 

It has been featured in The Dallas Morning News and a local radio 

station and received recognition from the district’s congresswoman. 

The response to the girls’ group has been tremendous and led to 

the formation of a boys’ group. In early March, MEN S.O.S (Males 

Encouraging New Standards of Success) was created. We are 

confident that with the group’s leadership, the boys’ group will see 

the same level of success. Way to go, Lancaster! 

Suny McKaughan
Educational Services Manager • smckaughan@pitsco.com
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Main academic achievements and successes: 
Cora has volunteered to assist peers in science, has been 

named science student of the week, has scored above grade level 
in science on the district’s MAP assessment, and has produced the 
best original math project (Making Toys from Trash). She maintains 
passing grades, attends school regularly, and works very hard in 
each class daily. She has become a leader and has modeled positive 
behavior each day, building relationships with classmates. 

Postsecondary plans/aspirations: 
Cora is interested in naval science and operational studies. Upon 

completing the Junior Reserve Officer’s Training Corps (JROTC) in 
high school, she plans to apply to a college or university to further 
her education in naval science and operational studies as she 
continues to participate in the Navy Reserves. After successfully 
completing her college degree in naval science and operational 
studies, Cora plans to apply to Officer Candidate School to become 
an officer in the US Navy and then apply to become a US Navy Seal. 
Cora knows that math and science are very important skills to be 
successful as a US Navy officer.

Why Cora deserves the scholarship: 
Cora deserves to be awarded a Pitsco Education Star Academy 

scholarship because she has become a leader and has improved 
academically since entering the program. She has demonstrated the 
potential to stay focused on her goals. She reaches and exceeds her 
goals and has a strong desire to give back to the world as she strives 
to become a US Navy Seal. Cora will be a first-generation college 
student majoring in a science field.

Cora also likes to write to inspire her peers to cope with 
everyday teenage problems. She began to write using a writing 
app and posted her writings online. The writings inspired other 
teenagers to start a discourse about coping with everyday teenage 
problems. Her leadership inspires other teens to talk about their 
problems and find solutions to make every day brighter. Her online 
writing has become an important avenue in strengthening her skills 
and has given her a passion for writing. 

Tyler Thornton
George County Middle School, Lucedale, MS
Nominator: Marty Tucker, Science Teacher

During his eighth-grade year in 2014, Tyler developed a severe 
skin condition that covered his body. He became very sick and 
endured severe allergic reactions, emergency room visits, medical 
testing, and hospitalization. After missing about three months of 
school, Tyler was finally diagnosed with a severe allergy to nickel. He 
has since undergone treatment and his symptoms are well managed 
and under control. Even though he eventually returned to school and 
tried to make up his missed assignments, he had fallen so far behind 
that he failed the eighth grade. When Tyler was approached about 
joining the Star Academy Program, he saw it as an opportunity to 

work hard and regain the 

time he was forced to lose 

through severe illness. 

Main academic 

achievements and successes:

Tyler has earned the 

privilege of being on the 

school’s A and B honor roll 

all year. He was also one 

of three of 60 students 

to earn an A in Intro to 

Biology. He has also served as a lab assistant, a position that requires 

responsibility and maturity. He has monitored class insects, fish, and 

animals as well as cleaned and inventoried lab equipment. 

Postsecondary plans/aspirations:

Tyler plans to graduate high school and attend Mississippi State 

University in Starkville. While there, he plans to study veterinarian 

medicine and science to reach his goal of becoming a veterinarian. 

Why Tyler deserves the scholarship:

Tyler deserves to be awarded this scholarship because he 

embodies all the characteristics of a person who is determined to 

obtain success. He has an outstanding work ethic, stellar attendance, 

exemplary behavior, and undeniable ambition. He has faced adversity 

at a young age and found the courage to persevere through his 

problems instead of being conquered by fear. He is a leader among 

his peers and is truly focused on making the most of each day so that 

he can pursue his long-term goals. Star Academy is a program that 

gives students such as Tyler Thornton a second chance. 

Disorder and disease don’t stop these students (continued from page 1)

Tyler Thornton

Tyler Thornton and science 
teacher Marty Tucker 
explore an underwater 
ecosystem.



P.O. Box 1708 
Pittsburg, Kansas 66762 

CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

Vol. 7, No. 3 • Spring 2016
Published periodically during 
the school year

Matt Frankenbery
Vice President of Education 
mfrankenbery@pitsco.com

Robin White-Mussa
Vice President of Sales  
rwhite@pitsco.com

Suny McKaughan
Educational Services Manager
smckaughan@pitsco.com

Tim Cannell
Educational Relationships Manager
tcannell@pitsco.com

Celeste Parenti
Senior Project Manager 
cparenti@pitsco.com

P.O. Box 1708 

Pittsburg, Kansas 66762 

888-844-8414

Fax: 620-231-2466 

www.staracademyprogram.com

69710

FEATURED SCHOOL: 
Wiregrass Regional College and Career Academy 
Location: Douglas, GA
The school is undergoing a move. Starting July 1, 
2016, the school will be located on the campus of 
Wiregrass Technical College. The groundbreaking for 
the new location has already occurred. (See photo.)

Enrollment: 72 at beginning of year

Courses:
 » Foundations of Math/Algebra 1

 » Foundations of Physical Science/Physical Science

 » Basic Reading and Writing/Lit 9

 » World History

 » PE/Health

It has been a busy year for Wiregrass. In addition to preparing for the big move, the school hosted both 
a college fair that was attended by five other local schools and a career fair at which students learned 
about the workforce from local business leaders. All the Star students took the ACCUPLACER exam in 
the spring, which prepares them for joint enrollment at Wiregrass Technical College. The students also 
had team shirts printed this year to strengthen the bonds among them.


