
INTERVIEW WITH DR. JEANA CONLEY,
SUPERINTENDENT OF CHEROKEE COUNTY SCHOOLS

In the 2021-22 school year, North Carolina Education Corps is partnering with 24 PSUs (public school units) to
help plan, recruit, and support high-impact literacy tutoring, to extend the impact of teachers and support K-3
students. NCEC plans to partner with 35 PSUs for the 2022-23 school year.

We meet with district and school leaders, educators, and corps members to continually improve our partnership
and program delivery. Thank you Dr. Jeana Conley, Superintendent of Cherokee County Schools, for allowing us
to share the following excerpts from our January 2022 interview. To learn more, see our contact information
below and visit our website at www.nceducationcorps.org.

How did you know NC Education Corps would be a good fit for Cherokee County Schools?

I owe that to our principals. We have 13
schools, so we have to rely on site-based
management. Our principals all subscribe
to the same leadership philosophy — if
you’re in our schools, you are “one of us.”

We’ve tried over the last couple of years
to become systemic in terms of our
pedagogy, how we deliver learning. It just
made sense. Especially because of the
Science of Reading training that our corps
members receive from NC Education
Corps, this is a perfect match with what
we were already implementing here.

Thanks to ESSER funds, there is no better
opportunity — with NC Ed Corps supporting in hiring and training — to make sure you have
vetted, educated, teachable people ready to work as tutors. It has worked so well so early
in each of our schools that we said we just had to replicate this and grow our program.
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What was the early process like, and what can you say about corps members working as
tutors now?

I thought we had done a really good job of recruiting as
many volunteers as possible, but NC Education Corps gave
us the ability to hone that and make sure that someone
approaching us isn’t just someone who will be around
occasionally, but someone who is fully “instructional.”

What NC Ed Corps does is give a tutor the confidence to
feel like they can do what we are asking them to do with
students in our schools, as a member of our staff.

The ability to give students more personalized attention,
especially with a person trained to identify where they are
in the reading process, and how to get them from point A
to point B? That’s priceless.

If we didn’t have ESSER funding, I would be scrambling to
make sure we could continue this program, finding the
funding, because we just have to do it.

What would you say to fellow district leaders about the value of an additional layer of
support in your schools within a strategic partnership like this?

Every teacher, principal, and superintendent is desperately aware of how important it is that we
make the most of each day, of each opportunity our students deserve and have a right to enjoy.

I remember as a principal long before COVID, we were offering an offsite activity and I had a
teacher who was absolutely resistant for what I had thought were the wrong reasons. In
tears, she said to me, “You don’t understand. I only have so many instructional days to get
them ready for what they have to encounter.”

Even before COVID, educators were
super aware of limits on our time
with students, and now they’ve had
so much time stolen from them.

The traditional method of just trying
to add more learning on top of
children isn’t going to work.
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We are having to edit what’s important and what’s being presented, so children can develop
skills more quickly, more efficiently. We’re having to walk before we crawl, in some
instances, with a lot of our objectives in school.

I think that message comes across with principals, as we try to develop our pedagogy like a
heat-seeking missile that goes where it’s most needed at any given time. That’s exactly
what NC Education Corps provides for us.

How are high-impact tutors helping Cherokee County Schools with early grades literacy?

Facing restrictions from the continued loss of instructional time stolen by COVID up to the
present, with occasional quarantines and school closures, we realized our goals and
objectives have to be edited down to the most essential skills.

We are also working on acceleration, not
remediation, because we know we can’t look
back, and we have to push forward to help
children get where they need to be.

NC Education Corps is able to help us
accelerate learning by giving students the
repetition of skills they so desperately need
in K-2 and K-3 reading. They can laser-focus
on students who fall into gaps, while the
teacher works to move an entire class
forward toward benchmarks in instruction.

In 1-on-1 and small group instruction, NC Ed Corps tutors help those students get what they
need to make up those gaps and keep making progress.

You could address students’ needs in many ways. Why NC Education Corps, and why now?

In educational leadership, we constantly struggle to find three things: 1) personnel
2) trained personnel, and 3) the ability to pay for trained personnel. ESSER has allowed us
to stop worrying about the funding for a brief time, and it has allowed us to get
proof-of-concept as far as making this new resource work.

The value that NC Education Corps brought to the table was being able to help us find and
train the personnel, taking that completely off our plates. We’re being served up people who
are ready to hit the ground running, and that’s extremely valuable.
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What we’ve found, with ESSER and other
funds coming down the pike, is that money
can buy you a lot of stuff, but stuff doesn’t
really get you anywhere.

We need to invest in people. Since NC Ed
Corps has helped us invest in more people
in our community, this absolutely benefits our
students in many, many ways.

You have people who are not only trained
and committed to the pedagogy (that we
are forced to implement very differently,
because of time lost due to COVID), but who
are also community members committed to
the students in your community as well.

And uniquely, NC Ed Corps has helped us find folks who didn’t necessarily fit the mold of a
“typical” tutor, but who have a lot of life experience doing other things.

One of our employees found thanks to NC Ed Corps had previously helped to run a group
home for older autistic adults. Who would have thought that would translate into skills for
teaching literacy to children in K-2?

It has worked beautifully because of the commitment of this person, and NC Ed Corps
helped us find new people by marketing to folks in a way we had not been able to before.

It is very much an investment we think is worth taking a risk on right now, and one that I am
confident Cherokee County Schools will fight to sustain when ESSER funds are no longer
available.

I know the term “learning loss” is out there, and I’m not sure I like that because when you’ve
lost something that means you have to go find it. We didn’t lose learning; we have lost
instructional time, and we have to find ways to make up time. Students’ ability to learn is
still there, and it’s our job to make sure they have access to the best during that time.

It is very much an investment we think is worth taking a risk on
right now, and one that I am confident Cherokee County Schools will

fight to sustain when ESSER funds are no longer available.
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How would you explain Cherokee County Schools’ partnership with NC Education Corps
to fellow educational leaders as part of your vision and plan for your students?

The word that comes to mind is “support.” We
always hear about the flavor of the month, or
getting on the bandwagon with some new product
or program—and I think we’ve actually become
pretty jaded because things are framed as
“support,” but they wind up being more work on
our end than they are worth. But that is definitely
not the case with NC Education Corps.

Unlike the latest bandwagon product or program,
NC Ed Corps has provided us exactly what they
promised. They integrate people into our existing structures, who can support everything
we already have going on. It’s not adopting anything new, just finding people to help
strengthen the foundation of learning at the level we so desperately need.

What have you learned along the way about making the most of your district’s
Investment of time and talent in high-dosage literacy tutoring for early grades?

We need to understand that since these people are
here to provide support, they need a space they can
call their own. We treat them as true members of the
instructional staff, keep them on email lists, invite
them to events, provide professional development,
make sure they get the memo and come to the
faculty meeting. They operate as part of our team
and school environment, not someone who just
drops in for a few hours a week.

We have fantastic programs—Big Brothers, Big
Sisters, Americorps, and others—which we view as
additional and supplemental. While NC Education
Corps truly does supplement what we’re already
doing, it’s not really in the same category as those
projects or programs.

NC Education Corps tutoring uniquely enhances what we do and, unlike other programs and
projects, is becoming a core component of how we serve children. That’s priceless.
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What sort of investment was required — in terms of planning, training, and engagement
— to integrate your new tutors into the instructional team at each school?

The change happened organically with the
building of relationships as corps members
become just another part of the school,
instead of a separate component that
comes by occasionally to help the school.

That makes a critical difference in
relationships with parents and students
alike, because it builds trust. Tutors are
viewed as part of the faculty, and there is
a lot of trust between our core instructional
staff and folks from NC Education Corps.
That produces a lot of really rich benefits for our students.

When I ask principals about the new tutors hired for their schools, they say, “I’ll take as
many as you can give me.” They want more, and they want to make sure that every student
who needs this support has ample time with an NC Ed Corps member.

Clearly, this is a huge success for our students and our families. I hear about students
deciding they want to come to school, feeling proud of themselves, beginning to perform at
a new level. I hear about them coming back to life in the classroom.

And these children have had a lot put on their little plates since COVID! Many are learning
how to learn for the first time, having spent so much of kindergarten and first grade in
remote instruction, which is a totally different way of learning.

To have face-to-face, in-person learning for the first time, and to have that enriched with
several trained and capable people, is making a real difference for our children and our families.

North Carolina Education Corps tutoring uniquely enhances what
we do and, unlike other programs and projects, is becoming a core

component of how we serve children. That’s priceless.
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About North Carolina Education Corps

What We Believe: North Carolina is stronger when all students have the full support they
need to thrive.

How We Started: North Carolina Education Corps was launched in 2020 by the North
Carolina State Board of Education and the Governor’s Office.

What We Do: Now as an independent 501(c)(3) nonprofit, we partner with public school
units (PSUs) to extend the reach of teachers and support students in the wake of COVID-19.

We do this by recruiting, training, and coaching corps members who work for schools as
high-dosage K-3 literacy tutors to accelerate student learning.

Learn more about partnering with North Carolina Education Corps to support your
teachers and students. Contact us:

John-Paul Smith
Executive Director
john-paul.smith@nceducationcorps.org

Marlow Artis
Director of School Partnerships
North Central, Northeast, Sandhills, Southeast
marlow.artis@nceducationcorps.org

Pam Hartley
Director of School Partnerships
Western, Southwest, Northwest, Piedmont-Triad
pam.hartley@nceducationcorps.org
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