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The non-renewal of the employment of the band direc-
tor/music appreciation teacher at Tharptown High School
has some parents and students upset and looking for
answers from school administrators.

The Franklin County Board of Education, following the
recommendation of Superintendent Greg Hamilton,
voted not to renew the teaching contract of Callie
Henderson, Tharptown’s band director/music teacher, at
the board’s May 12 meeting.

Several parents contacted the Franklin Free Press to
voice their concerns about the board’s decision. The FFP
contacted Hamilton asking for an explanation for the
non-renewal, but Hamilton declined to discuss the mat-
ter.

“Our policy is not to comment on non-renewal of con-
tract employees,” Hamilton said. 

Henderson had just completed her third year at THS,
which means she would have become a tenured teacher
had she been hired for the 2020-21 school year.

Ronda Frank,
whose son Bailey
plays baritone sax-
ophone in the
Tharptown band,
said she was
‘floored’ when she
learned Henderson
had been let go.

“I’m always look-
ing at jobs posted
on the Franklin
County Schools
website and I saw
her job posted and
my heart sank,”
Frank said. “My
son probably won’t
be in the band if
she does not
return. He wouldn’t
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Two Franklin County men received bad news Friday
when the Alabama Court of Criminal Appeals denied
their appeals and upheld their convictions on
manslaughter and other charges.

Shannon Gargis’ 40-year prison sentence and Jason
Dewayne Green’s 20-year sentence were both upheld by
the court in opinions released May 22.

Gargis was sentenced in November 2018 to 20 years
on manslaughter and another 20 years, to run consecu-
tively, for aggravated child abuse. 

A Franklin County jury found Gargis guilty of causing
the death of 22-month old Serenity Renfroe, the daugh-
ter of Gargis’ live-in girlfriend, Hailey Renfroe. The child
was found deceased in the residence on March 22,
2016.

The mother testified that when she returned from work
that morning, she found her lifeless child at the foot of

their bed, with Gargis asleep in the bed.
Gargis admitted he picked the child up by her neck and

“tossed” her onto a loveseat but that he was not respon-
sible for killing her.

Gargis was indicted on capital murder, but the jury
found him guilty of manslaughter, a lesser charge.

Gargis’ appeal centered on six issues in which he
alleged error by the trial court. The Court of Criminal
Appeals found there was no error and affirmed the con-
viction in its entirety. The issues raised on appeal includ-
ed:

—the court’s denial of Gargis’ motion to suppress state-
ments he gave to the sheriff’s investigator.

—Franklin County District Attorney Joey Rushing being
allowed to tell the jury, on the third day of deliberations,
that the state was no longer seeking the death penalty on
the capital murder charge.

—the trial judge’s charge to the jury, called an Allen
charge, read to jurors after they communicated to the

Tharptown parents, students outraged
by dismissal of band director Henderson

Gargis, Green convictions upheld

See ‘HENDERSON,’ page 5
Callie Henderson

See ‘GARGIS, GREEN,’ page 7



“In Memory of our loved ones...”
brought to you by Atkins Marble and Granite Works

and Franklin Memory Gardens

John Fraklin Bagwell Jr., died on Thursday, May
21.  Internment at Bethel Cemetery.

Vernette Barr, 88, of Bear Creek died on
Thursday, May 21.  Intermnent at Bear Creek

Cemetery.

Delmar N. Hester, 79, of Russellville died on
Tuesday, May 19.  Internment at Crooked Oak

Cemetery.

Brenda Ann Sanchez, 63, of Russellville died on
Thursday, May 23.  Internment at Phil Campbell

City Cemetery.

Howard Terry Wininger, 76, died on Wednesday,
May 20.  A memorial service will be held at a later

date.



For updates on news and sports throughout the week,
visit us on the web at www.franklinfreepress.net!

Send your creative submissions to
franklinfreepress@yahoo.com.

Spurgeon overcomes self-
doubt, publishes first novel
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When Daniel Spurgeon began writing Vengeance: Beginnings,  the first
installment of his fantasy adventure trilogy, in 2007, the young writer was full
of creativity and ideas for his story. 

What he lacked was confidence.
It took more than 13 years for Spurgeon to convince himself he could get

the book published. And that finally happened on May 7, as Vengeance:
Beginnings was released for sale on BookShop, Amazon, Barnes and Noble,
Apple Books and other online retailers. Hardcover copies may be purchased
directly from Spurgeon.

Spurgeon self-published the book through BookBaby, the company he
decided best suited his needs. Once he saved enough money to move for-
ward, the publisher started the editing process and cover art. The final prod-
uct is “a good-looking book I’m proud of,” Spurgeon said.

Having overcome his own self-doubts, the Russellville resident is now a
published author who’s almost halfway through with the second installment
of his series.

“I’ve always liked to write. I spent time in school writing one thing after
another,” Spurgeon said. “Vengeance was always a great story but it was
about getting over that mentality.

“I never thought it would go anywhere, so I never thought about publishing
it. It’s definitely a rough road to travel, not just creatively but getting over the
mentality that you don’t
think it will succeed,” he
added.

The book takes place in
a world called Terath,
Spurgeon said.
Vengeance: Beginnings
tells the story of protago-
nist Caysen Tallis, a
young boy whose life in
Salinthas is suddenly
ripped away from him. 

Cast into an epic quest
to avenge his losses,
Caysen flees to a remote
town called Palith, and
with the help of his king,
completes his education
and training while over-
coming his own fears. 

One of Spurgeon’s cen-
tral themes in the book is
whether it’s possible for a
hero to be afraid. 

“Beginnings is the first
book of the trilogy, a fan-
tasy adventure filled with
loss, battle, and determi-
nation. Caysen and his
friends, Nelina and Taran,
must learn that to over-
come atrocity you must
first overcome yourself
and that without fear there is no such thing as courage,” Spurgeon said in
describing his book.

r

COURTESY PHOTO
After more than 13 years of writing, Spurgeon’s book

Vengeance: Beginnings finally hit the shelves

See ‘SPURGEON,’ page 4



My take on this... 2020 seniors will persevere!
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Congratulations to the Seniors of
2020.

What about the ending of the
graduating class of 2020? It sounds
like a story of fiction, but we all
know it’s not. Someday a biography
will be written about the crazy, final
two months, of Graduation 2020.

Hurry seniors and start writing a
book! The first publishing will probably make the
most money.

A world-wide pandemic that resulted in the dis-
appearing of normal life. Nothing about the gradu-
ating seniors of 2020 is normal. No final days of
school reminiscing. No final class memories to
make. No prom to wear the expensive prom
dresses, that can’t be returned, and will never be
worn.

What about graduation day? Will the students be
required to stand or sit the recommended six feet
apart? There will be no final hugs for the ones who
will move away and begin a new life and a new
career. I guess it’s not all bad. You will be allowed
to touch elbows. Anything is better than nothing.

The attendance will be cut drastically. Eight
guests per student. The chosen few. There are
some disappointed people. The reasons are to
keep the families and students as safe as possi-
ble. I do hope the hostility is set aside for the sen-
iors. Their world is turned upside down. You can
do your part in making a difficult transition as easy
as possible. Be kind and considerate. Don’t break
their hearts more than they deserve. Please don’t
fuss; but encourage!

At least, a solution was thought of to have a
graduation ceremony. No matter, the strict rules
that are required to have one, the positive side is

they are going to get a graduation they deserve.
This is made possible because so many are stay-
ing at home. Seniors will get to receive their diplo-
mas and awards in person and not through the
mail.

I have seen the disappointments in the faces of
a few of them. I’ve seen the tears fall and hearts
broken.

This could possibly be the saddest graduation
ever, but years later it will be one of the greatest
stories that a child can repeat generation after
generation.

I believe everything happens for a reason. Put
your faith in God. Appreciate all things and stay
humble.

This will not be the last change your life will go
through. Our world is so different now. We have a
“new normal.” 

None of us know what to expect, but, for the first
time ever, seniors will be on the most similar play-
ing field that has ever been. Social distancing
applies to all seniors throughout the states. All
county schools are more equal than ever. I even
believe the graduates of 2020 have more prayers
prayed for them than ever before.

Yes, it’s challenging for you! Challenges make a
person stronger. You will be a graduating class
with more unity and strength than the ones before
you.

Apply the patience and perseverance that has
brought you to this special time in your life. Expect
“unknowns” to continue to be a part of your lives.
Today, tomorrow, and always.

My prayers go out to each of you. Stay focused.
Go forward. Never give up. 

Congratulations to all the graduates from the
class of 2020!

Gail Motes

Spurgeon is the son of Harold and Phyllis
Spurgeon. He attended Phil Campbell High
School and later earned his GED. He and his
wife Jessica live in Russellville. 

Like Caysen, Spurgeon was forced to deal with
tragedy in his life and the subsequent feelings of
anger following the death of his father.

“It does have a connection to my life. I didn’t
have the best childhood growing up and definitely
had some things to be angry about,”Spurgeon
said. “When I started writing this story, I based
Caysen’s actions on what I thought I would do in
that situation, but that turned out not to feel right,
so Caysen becomes a far different person than I
am. But we definitely shared some of the trauma,
especially with my dad’s death, so there’s some-
thing to be said about me in that regard,” he
added.

Without offering specifics, Spurgeon said the
book throws the reader a ‘mind-blowing’ twist. As
Caysen battles to overcome his anger, his magic
eventually changes from red to white as that rep-
resents the change in his mental state.

“The colors of the magic are a way to identify
what the user is feeling,”Spurgeon said. “Red is
anger and passion. White shows purity and jus-
tice.”

Well into writing Vengeance: Pursuit, the second
installment of the trilogy, Spurgeon is motivated by
the feedback he’s received from readers of his first
book.

“It’s an awesome feeling for people to actually
start reading it. It’s been on my mind for so long.
I’ve told my friends about the story, but it’s not the
same as reading it,” Spurgeon said. “So it’s defi-

nitely good to get it out there.”
The trilogy is one part of a bigger saga,

Spurgeon explained, as there are a total of eight
planned titles for the whole series. Four books will
take place before the events of the Vengeance tril-
ogy, including one that focuses on the antagonist
in Vengeance to show where things went wrong
for him and to offer insight into the villain.

Spurgeon said the eighth book will tie up all of
his planned works in the entire universe. All are
connected by a singular theme, Spurgeon said,
the hierarchy of the worlds.

“Each one has a God for every world of life. The
final book will tie all that up,” Spurgeon said.

If the Vengeance trilogy is successful, could
there be a future movie deal for the young author?
Spurgeon is prepared for that, if the opportunity
arises.

“I’m definitely excited to see where that might go.
Since I’m self-published, I wouldn’t let it go to the
wrong person,” Spurgeon said. “More than money,
I would want it done right. Too many of my favorite
books were turned into movies that were terrible.”

Spurgeon’s interest in the fantasy genre is noth-
ing new. He grew up watching Conan movies, and
he’s a big Star Wars fan. 

“I read a lot of books growing up. I particularly
like Christopher Paolini’s Inheritance Cycle series.
Magic, dragons and that world is definitely some-
thing I’ve always been interested in,” Spurgeon
said.

Vengeance: Beginnings Kindle edition  is avail-
able through Amazon.com for $9.99. Spurgeon
has hard copies for $25 each. He’s also marketing
the series with posters for $10, bookmarks for $5

and he’ll sign a hard copy for $5. 
You can reach Spurgeon through his Facebook

page or by calling 256-702-8984.
He encourages other aspiring authors to over-

come their self-doubt and go for it if they are seri-
ous about getting published.

“So many times I thought this would never hap-
pen. I wanted to publish the series, but I just did-
n’t see it going anywhere,” Spurgeon said.
“Getting over the mentality of being a self-defeatist
is a real challenge. I never truly gave up on it,
though. 

The dream was always there and once I really
started writing to complete it, and actually moved
forward with publishing it, I realized this could
actually happen,” Spurgeon added. 

PUBLIC NOTICE

In accordance with the Alabama Abandoned
Motor Vehicle Act, Alabama Code Sections

32-13-1 through 32-13-8, the following
motor vehicle will be sold for cash at 10:30
a.m., on July 11th, 2020, at M&N Wrecker &

Service Center, 11833 Hwy. 43 South,
Russellville, Al, 35653. Seller reserves the
right to reject any bid and the right to bid. 

2015 Nissan Rogue
VIN# KNMAT2MT7FP549304

License Plate 33AV639

2016 Chevrolet Silverado
VIN#1GB4KYC89GF109452
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RHS graduation, honors night to
be held on June 18 due to virus

‘HENDERSON,’ from page 1

John Pilati
Franklin Free Press

Russellville High School will hold a combined graduation  and Honors Night
on Thursday, June 18, at 7:30 p.m., at Golden Tiger Stadium.

Due to social distancing guidelines, each graduating senior will receive 10
tickets to give to family members for admission into the graduation ceremo-
ny.

Students will be receiving an email that contains a survey for them to com-
plete where they will list any scholarships they have accepted and their plans
after high school. This information will be read at graduation so it is very
important for each senior to complete.

All graduating seniors will be required to attend graduation practice on
Wednesday, June 17 at 8 a.m., in the stadium. 

Students will also pick up their National Honor Society stoles, their honors
diploma medallions and the tickets to distribute to family members at gradu-
ation practice.

Students will need to pay any outstanding fees at graduation practice as
well. 

School officials will be emailing and posting on social media an information
sheet that contains very important information relating to decorating graduat-
ing caps, attire for graduation day and much more.

We will also place a copy of these flyers in a box outside the main office
door if you would like to pick up a hard copy. These are now available to pick-
up.

“We are terribly sorry for any inconvenience to our graduates and their fam-
ilies and I would like to thank you for your patience and understanding dur-
ing these unprecedented times,” said RHS Principal Jason Goodwin.

Shoals Primary Care, LLC
Internal Medicine • Family & General Practice

Dr. Faizullah Syed
is Welcoming New Patients

Monday-Thursday • 8am - 5pm | Friday • 8am-Noon
Admitting Privileges at Helen Keller Hospital

Baylee Corsbie CRNP, Faizullah Syed M.D.,
Misty Maxwell CRNP, Kelli Robertson CRNP

342 Cox Boulevard
Sheffield

256-383-4473
shoalsprimarycarellc.com

23
93

02
-1

MOST INSURANCE ACCEPTED • MEDICARE PATIENTS WELCOME

Walk-ins are WelcomeFriday 8-12 • Sunday 1-5

want to work for anyone else because Ms. Henderson was the one who
built this program.

“The band went to away games to perform, they took part in competitions.
She had the band program moving in the right direction. It’s devastating. You
couldn’t ask for a more devoted teacher, not only to the band program, but to
her students. She really cares about her students and that’s special to find in
a teacher,” Frank added.

Henderson’s social media account shows several posts where she
appealed to the community for help finding a student a used instrument when
he or she didn’t have one. It was that type of extra effort for her students that
stood out for Michele Harris, a Tharptown graduate herself, whose daughter
participates in THS Band.

“My daughter was in eighth grade when she started thinking about trying an
extracurricular activity to stick with through high school,” Harris said. “So in
ninth grade she decided to stay with band and work at it through the rest of
high school. One of the main factors in her decision was Ms. Callie
Henderson.

“Not all kids are into sports, and so many other students found their place
in band and you could see it thriving at Tharptown. Seeing them prepare and
even compete in band competitions was so rewarding. Seeing the proud look
on their faces was wonderful,” Harris added.

None of the parents who spoke to the FFP were aware of any negatives
regarding Henderson or her teaching. 

“Ms. Henderson is a true leader and is so good at what she does. As a par-
ent, I don’t understand the decision made for her not to return,” Harris said.
“Tharptown finally gets a band teacher who is amazing and you start to see
it taking off but then you hear about this decision. It just doesn’t make sense.

“The last three years Ms. Henderson has put her heart and soul into this
program, and it’s very disappointing that the board will let that be wasted,”
she added.

The outrage surrounding the board’s decision also spread to some stu-
dents. Josh Lopez, a THS junior who served as 2019 drum major and was
selected as drum major for the upcoming school year, said the band’s suc-
cess was a direct result of Henderson’s hard work.

“When Ms. Henderson took over the band director position at Tharptown,
See ‘HENDERSON,’ page  8



The NACOLG SenioRx Medication Assistance Program supplies free
and low-cost medications for anyone in Alabama with a disability or

a chronic illness, regardless of age, that requires daily medication. Medicare recipi-
ents may also be eligible. For more information, contact NACOLG SenioRx today.
There is no charge for this service. Call 1-800-AGELINE (1-800-243-5463) or 256-
389-0529 and ask for Paula Pardue. This program is in partnership with the state of
Alabama and Alabama Department of Senior Services.  

It’s mowing season and time to remove old flowers from the Mount
Pleasant Cemetery on Highway 724 in Newburg. Please do so by the

end of May. Donations are needed for the upkeep of this historic cemetery and may
be mailed to: Mt. Pleasant Cemetery Fund, 941 Highway 87, Russellville, Al, 35654.

The American Legion Post 64 in Russellville will postpone its May
meetings. If you have any questions, please contact Grant Atkins.

Divorced? Separated? We can help. Divorce Care is a weekly
seminar/support group that will help you heal from the hurt. It’s a

warm, caring environment led by people who understand what you are going
through. Learn practical information and gain hope for your future. Come join us at
First Baptist Church, Colbert Heights, every Wednesday night from March 15
through June 7 from 6-8 p.m. Church is located at 6000 Woodmont Drive,
Tuscumbia, AL 35674. For more information, call 256-383-8016 or go online to
www.firstcolbertheights.com.  

Upcoming 11th graders, the deadline to apply for the Franklin County
Junior Leadership Program has been extended to Friday, June 5th at

4 p.m. Applications including emailed recommendationn forms should be received
or postmarked by June 5th.  Applictions are available at the Chamber office, by
requesting by phone (256)-332-1760 or email at info@franklincountychamber.org.

The family of Sid and Dore Hawkins invites you to the annual family
reunion, Saturday, June 6th 10 a.m. at the Spruce Pine Community

Center.  Please bring your favorite covered dish and we look forward to seeing you!

Everyone is welcome to worship services at Duncan Creek Baptist
Church, 3925 Duncan Creek Road, Russellville. Service times are

Sunday School at 10 a.m., Worship Service at 11 a.m. and Bible Study at 5 p.m.
Pastor is Bro. Joe Thorn. 

You are welcome to all services at Pleasant Ridge Missionary Baptist
Church (Hwy. 48 in Russellville). Sunday service times: Sunday

School at 10 a.m., worship service at 11 a.m., Sunday night service at 6 p.m.
Wednesday night Bible Study is held at 6:30 p.m. Pastor is Bro. Roger Bond.  



Page 7
May 27, 2020

Page 7
May 27, 2020

‘GARGIS, GREEN,’ from page 1
court they were deadlocked.
—the court allowing the state’s rebuttal witness, a forensic physician, to

remain in the courtroom to hear the defense expert witness’ testimony.
—the admissibility of alleged drug consumption by Gargis and the court’s

refusal to allow testimony from Hailey Renfroe professing her love to Gargis
after he was arrested.

The appeals court reviewed the 3,100-page transcript and denied each of
Gargis’ issues on appeal.

In the case of the State of Alabama vs. Jason Dewayne Green, Green was
indicted on murder, alleging he caused or contributed to the death of his girl-
friend, Shay Nicole Ledlow. Throughout the proceedings, Green maintained
that Ledlow shot herself, and he was not responsible for her death.

Green originally pled guilty to the reduced charge of manslaughter but later
asserted that his plea was based on misinformation from his attorney about
the amount of good time he would receive toward his sentence. He was sen-
tenced to 19 years at that time.

Franklin County Circuit Judge Terry Dempsey granted Green’s petition and
allowed a new trial to be held.

At that trial, Green was convicted by a jury of manslaughter, possession of
marijuana second degree and possession of drug paraphernalia in January
2019.

Dempsey imposed the maximum sentence, 20 years, on the manslaughter
conviction and one year each on the drug possession convictions, all to run
concurrent.

Green appealed his conviction, raising four primary issues:
—the court’s instruction to the jury on the charge of reckless manslaughter

as a lesser included offense of intentional murder.
—that the evidence was insufficient to sustain a conviction for reckless

manslaughter.
—that a 20-year sentence was grossly disproportionate and constituted

cruel and unusual punishment.
—that it was error not to sentence Green under Alabama’s presumptive

sentencing standards.
The appeals court denied each of Green’s issues. As to the 20-year sen-

tence being “grossly disproportionate to the crime,” the court held that Green

did not raise this issue in the trial court either at sentencing or in a post trial
motion, so it was not preserved for appeal.

“Moreover, even if this issue had been preserved, after reviewing the
record, we conclude that Green’s sentence—which is within the statutory
range of punishment for reckless manslaughter, is not grossly disproportion-
ate to his crime and does not constitute cruel and unusual punishment.”
(Page 27 of Green appeal).

Both defendants may ask the Court of Criminal Appeals for a rehearing,
and in the event that is denied, they may appeal to the Alabama Supreme
Court.

Rushing said he was pleased to see the convictions affirmed on appeal.
“In both cases, the Court of Criminal Appeals unanimously upheld the jury’s

verdict and the defendants will continue to serve their sentences in prison,”
Rushing said. 

“Both cases were heard by jurors of Franklin County citizens who decided
each defendant was guilty and we are pleased to see that the jury verdicts
will stand,” he added.
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‘HENDERSON,’ from page 5
we  previously had a band director who didn’t do very much,” Lopez said.

“What Ms. Henderson did was make us into an award-winning group that
competed in competitions and earned ‘1’ (excellence) ratings.

“We went to the MPA (state-level Music Performance Assessment) and got
‘3s’ our first year, but last year we earned ‘2s.’ We were so excited because
that was a major thing for us. We wanted to prove so bad we were actually
moving forward and we did,” Lopez added.

Lopez said Henderson’s influence went beyond the band program and into
her music appreciation classroom.

“She made us all see the brighter side of music and how it affects life. She’s
a great role model and a great leader. Her music appreciation students feel
the same way. She does a phenomenal job and she’s one of the best teach-
ers I’ve ever had,” he added.

Lopez hopes Hamilton and the board will reconsider their decision. He
believes speaking out was necessary because Henderson was so loyal to
her students and they now want to reciprocate that loyalty to her.

“It’s heartbreaking what happened and we’re going to try and do something
to change it. If they hire a new band director, our program will continue, but
it won’t be the same as it was before,” Lopez said.

Lopez said Henderson took an underfunded band program and made it a
success by building positive relationships with her students. 

“There were several times she had to buy things out of her pocket because
the band program just didn’t have the money. And there’s a new rule that
extracurricular activities can only do two fund raisers a year, so it’s hard to
raise funds,” Lopez said.

Henderson is a graduate of the University of North Alabama. During her
time as THS band director, she helped organize the Band Booster Program,
which raises funds for the program. 

Franklin County principals make recommendations to Hamilton about non-
tenured personnel after each school year and that recommendation is a large
factor in the superintendent’s recommendation. Tharptown High School
Principal Ann Scott was contacted by the FFP and asked why Henderson
was not re-hired. Scott also declined to comment on the matter but did say
she had not been contacted by anyone about the decision not to re-hire
Henderson.

A petition started on the website www.change.org, asking Hamilton and the
board to reconsider their decision not to rehire Henderson had garnered 450
signatures as of May 23.

The petition reads, in part: “With little support and next to no funding
(Henderson) took a group of kids and gave them something to be proud of.
With only three years of instruction, she built an award winning program and
inspired children to excellence. Beyond that, she treated these children as if
they were her own, encouraging them to be their true selves and find their
own voices...Her contract was not renewed this year and the community is
devastated. Please help us draw attention to this injustice and let your voice
be heard. THS does not want or need a new band director.”

Other personnel moves approved by the board on May 12 included:
—Resignation of Kaitlin Harris, Tharptown Elementary teacher.
—Employment of Amber Pharr, Red Bay High School math teacher,

Areanna Orozco, THS math teacher, Brandon Kirk, Band Director/Music
Teacher RBHS and Chelsey Pounds, Phil Campbell High School English
teacher.

—Employment in Supplement of Nichole Ergle, Junior Varsity Cheer
Sponsor, THS.

—Non-Renewal of Contract of Belgreen bus drivers Megan Skidmore and
Dallas Gilliland, Lorie Robbins, temporary elementary special education
aide at Red Bay Elementary, Brooke Williams, temporary elementary
teacher at Tharptown, Jimmy Johnson III, remedial interventionist with
Band Director/Music Duties at Vina High School and Mary Elizabeth Moore,
teacher at Vina.



Dear Residents of Franklin County:

We all love calling Franklin County home because of its com-

munity and civic minded residents who are concerned about

this wonderful community as much as we are.  Many resi-

dents often ask what can I do to make a difference?  In 2020,

you can make a difference and shape Franklin County’s future

by joining other Franklin County residents and filling out the

2020 Census.

Our community will benefit the most when the Census counts

everyone. When you respond to the Census, you help

Franklin County get its fair share of the more than $675 billion

per year in federal funds spent on schools, hospitals, roads,

public works and other vital programs.  Some of the most rec-

ognizable programs in Franklin County are: School Breakfast

and Lunch Programs, SNAP, Afterschool Care, School

Nurses, Computers and Chromebooks, Early Childhood

Education, Economic Development, Emergency Management,

Public Housing, Roads and Bridges, just to name a few!  The

2020 Census will also affect redistricting in the State of

Alabama Legislature and will determine the number of seats

Alabama gets in the U.S. House of Representatives on the

national level.

Filling out the 2020 Census only takes a few minutes but the

impact will shape the future of Franklin County.  The 2020

Census form is very simple; you can fill it out online, by phone

or mail. For more information concerning the 2020 Census

visit, www.mycensus.gov or call 1-844-330-2020.

Yours respectfully,

Franklin County Commission

Judge Barry Moore, Chairman

District 1- Commissioner Chris Wallace District 2-

Commissioner Jason Miller District 3- Commissioner Rayburn

Massey District 4- Commissioner David Hester

Town of Hodges

Mayor Joyce Sadd

District 1- Councilman Tim Atkinson

District 2 – Councilwoman Zelma Nichols

District 3 –Councilwoman Lisa Keller

District 4 –Councilwoman Ashley Pharr

District 5- Councilman Jeremy McGraw 

Town of Phil Campbell

Mayor Steve Bell

Place  1- Councilman Mike McQuary Place  2- Councilman

Danny Brown Place 3- Councilman Eddie Barton Place 4-

Councilwoman Lynn Landers Place 5- Councilman Jim

Cartee 

Franklin County Schools

Greg Hamilton, Superintendent

Russellville City Schools

Heath Grimes, Superintendent

City of Red Bay

Mayor Charlene Fancher

Place 1-Councilman Mike Kennedy

Place 2- Councilman Jarod Massey

Place 3- Councilman Herbert Trulove

Place 4- Councilman Jason Vinson 

Place 5- Councilman Brad Bolton

City of Russellville

Mayor David Reed Grissom

District 1-Councilman David Palmer

District 2- Councilman William Nale

District 3- Councilman Gary Cummings

District 4- Councilman Arthur Elliott

District 5- Councilman Jamie Harris

Town of Vina

Mayor D W Franklin

Place 1- Councilwoman Renea Chandler

Place 2- Councilman Jeff McAlister  Place 3- Councilman

Dewayne Raper Place 4- Councilwoman Lula Abston

Place 5- Councilwoman Denieta Cantrell



YARD SALES/
ESTATE SALES

Multi-family yard sale.
Friday, May 29th, 7 a.m.-

3 p.m., and Saturday,
May 30th, 7 a.m.- 1p.m.

55 Marshall Drive, off
Underwood Road,

Russellville. NO EARLY
SALES.  Lots of clothes

and home goods!

FURNITURE

AUTO

Golf Cart For Sale.

$400. Includes tarp and
charger. Call 256-332-

1341. (6)

LOOKING TO BUY/
HELP WANTED

The management of
WMTY television on
Highway 24 West in

Russellville is needing a
load of gravel delivered
to the station. Please
call Bro. Pete at 256-

331-0806. (2)

Need Someone to do
dirt work for a garden.

Also need someone for
roofing repairs. Please

call 256-668-9391.

FOR SALE

Wrought Iron Mailbox
post.  Standard type,

$42.95.  Standard
deluxe $55.  Well built,
look good, and will last.

Will deliver to Tharptown
and Russellville for free.
Other areas $7 fee.  No
texts.  Call (256)-577-

1632. (2)

HOUSES/
APARTMENTS/

PROPERTY
FOR RENT/SALE

Open House. Saturday,
May 16th. 12 p.m.-4

p.m. 231 Duncan Drive,
Russellville. For more
information, call 731-

335-9995.

Two Bedroom House for
Rent. 1302 N.

Washington Ave.,
Russellville. $395/mo.

$395/deposit. Must have
first month’s rent and
deposit up front. Call
256-810-3998 or 256-

460-5016. (6)

Franklin Free Press
Classified Rates

Yard Sale Rates: FREE,
Deadline Monday at
Noon; Real Estate-

Homes, acreage, lots for
sale or rent. $25 for six
consecutive weeks. Up

to 40 words per ad;
Vehicles, Boats, RVs,
Motorcycles for sale.

$15 for six consecutive

weeks. Up to 25 words
per ad; Pets For Sale

only $10 for six consecu-
tive weeks. Up to 25

words  per ad; Free of
Charge: Lost & Found,
Giveaways, and Items
Under $100 (Private

Parties Only).15-word
limit; Commercial

Classified Rates: $25 for
Businesses, 15 words or

less for six weeks. Ads
exceeding word limit add

$10 per additional 15
words. The number in

parentheses represents
the number of times the
ad has appeared. Call
us at 256-332-0255 to

place, cancel or renew
your ad. Payment is

required in advance of
publication for ads.

TWO HOUSES
AND THREE

ACRES OF LAND
FOR SALE. 4.5

MILES EAST OF
RUSSELLVILLE.

$199,900.
PLEASE CALL

256-762-6393 OR
256-762-9751.
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Brady Petree
Franklin Free Press

RUSSELLVILLE - After years of performing on
Friday nights for hundreds of devoted Golden
Tiger football fans, Russellville senior Emma Reed
had better get used to performing on Saturdays
from now on.

Reed recently accepted a scholarship to attend
Northeast Mississippi Community College to
become a member of the Tiger Band as a featured
twirler.

As she started twirling four years ago with
Heather Davis and Studio X-Treme, Reed wasn’t
sure if she could envision herself being a twirler in
college, much less a featured twirler.  

But as she honed her skills by becoming a mem-
ber of the Russellville Marching Hundred as a
majorette the past two years, that vision soon
came into clear focus and she realized she just

might have what it takes to twirl at the next level.
Reed says that had it not been for the help she

received from Davis, she might not have had the
opportunity to become a featured twirler in col-
lege.

“Heather had another student that is a featured
twirler at Northeast Mississippi and so she had a
connection to the college.  And then she graduat-
ed and a spot became available for a featured
twirler and I ended up trying out for it ,” Reed said.
“I never planned on trying out at the collegiate
level when I started out.  But Heather really helped
me along the way and I honestly would not be
where I am today without Heather and everything
she’s done for me.”

According to Reed, there is a distinct difference
between being a twirler and being a featured
twirler.  While a twirler still does a majority of
things that a featured twirler might do, the featured

Twirling to the top
After wowing audiences at Golden Tiger Stadium for the past two years,
Russellville senior Emma Reed is taking her talents to the college level

See ‘ALL-STAR,’ page 14 See ‘TWIRLING’ page 12

Tue & Thur

at 4 PM

Brady Petree
Franklin Free Press

The high school softball season might have
come to an end sooner than players and coaches
had anticipated, but that didn’t stop a few local
players from putting up eye-poppingperformances
on the diamond.

Last week the AHSAA announced that
Belgreen’s Emma Dempsey and Red Bay’s Lila
Blackburn were both named to the north region
roster for the state softball all-star team.

It is the second of such honor for Dempsey who,
just months ago was named to her respective
region’s basketball all-star team as well.

“I’m just thankful that God blessed me with the
opportunity and ability to be named to those teams
and I’m honored that I was named alongside all of
the great athletes across the state in both sports,”
Dempsey said.

Across 13 games this season, Dempsey batted
an astounding .393 with ten doubles, seven runs
scored, and an OPS of .880.

Dempsey says she found out from her first-year
head coach Susie Tverberg that she made the all-
star team. As she didn’t get the chance to try and
lead Belgreen to a state title in her junior year,
Dempsey is optimistic that the Bulldogs will be
right back in the hunt for a blue map despite los-
ing some key players after this year.

“I want to make it to state.  It’s the same mindset
that we have every single year but we are losing a
lot this year.  We have a lot of younger players that
can fill those spots easily if they work hard,”
Dempsey said.  “I think we will be back at it again
next year trying for a state championship and I’m
excited to get back on the field and try for it again.”

Tverberg says that while she hasn’t been the
coach of the Bulldogs for a full season yet, the
amount she has been able to work with Dempsey
has proven to her just how talented of a player she
is.  

“Emma is a competitor.  Her work ethic is amaz-
ing and she works out on her own in the weight
room and on the field and that hard work shows on
the field.  She really wants to play softball at the
next level and she’s committed to getting there,”
Tverberg said.  “This is one of those honors that
just validates all of her hard work to her and
proves to her that all of this is work is paying off.”

Looking ahead to next season, Tverberg under-
standably has high hopes for Dempsey and
believes that the best is yet to come from the
soon-to-be senior. “I’m excited to see what she
does next year.  I honestly think the sky’s the limit
for her and that she has a lot of potential to do
some great things,” Tverberg said.  “As a senior
we tell them that this is their time to shine and go
after what you want and I think Emma has her
head on straight and she’s ready to step up and go
after a state championship.”

Blackburn, Dempsey
named to AHSAA

softball all-star team

COURTESY PHOTO
Reed will attend Northeast Mississippi  Community College where she will be a key part of

the Tiger Band as a featured twirler.
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‘TWIRLING,’ from page 11
twirlers have their own individualized routines, making it much more difficult

and allows for the featured twirlers to stand out.
From performing on Friday nights at playoff games to spending her week-

ends at private competitions, Reed has her fair share of notable memories to
look back on once she leaves Russellville High School.

However, the thing she says she will cherish the most, wasn’t the twirling
itself.  

“The memories that have been made since I have been doing this is some-
thing that I wouldn’t give up for anything.  I have had so much fun over the
years that it has really had a big impact on my life,” Reed said.  “The friends
I have made over the years is something that I will cherish forever and that
was probably the best part over the years.”

Normally, for something like a featured twirling position on a collegiate
band, a tryout would tend to be held in person.  Of course that’s in a normal
setting.  With the Covid-19 pandemic ongoing, Reed didn’t have the chance
to perform in person but had to do her routine and try out in a rather uncon-
ditional way.

“My tryout was supposed to be the first weekend in April but when the virus
hit, that obviously threw things out of the way so I had to do my tryout online
instead of in front of people in person,” Reed said.

While it may seem like deviating from the normal way of doing things would
be challenging, Reed says that it was actually the opposite.

“It was a less stressful situation honestly because I was able to do my rou-
tine at the studio that I take lessons at and it’s the place that I am more com-
fortable at,” Reed said.  “Heather was there and I was just in a better and
calmer mindset because I was in a place that I was familiar with and have
done my routines before.  Not having people right in front of you judging you
definitely made it less stressful for me so I was very appreciative of that.”

It took a few weeks to get her results back but once she did, Reed’s dreams
were finally realized in the form that she had been named the feature twirler
with her future college.

While at RHS, Reed was a member of the rocketry team, annual staff, and
FBLA.  

Once at NEMCC, Reed plans to study aerospace engineering.
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‘TWIRLING,’ from page 12
When she was younger, Reed never imagined she would be a twirler.  It

wasn’t until her sister got involved that she says she took up twirling and the
rest is history.

“I never really was a ‘girly-girl’ or anything when I was younger so I never
really pictured myself as someone who would be interested in that kind of
stuff,” Reed said.  “My younger sister began twirling back in 2016 after my
father passed away
and then I took an
interest in it and it
ended up working
out.”

As her younger sis-
ter begins to take the
same path that she
did years ago, Reed
says while she still
holds the title of
being the best twirler
in the family, she
knows she has some
friendly competition
coming up soon.

“My sister is going
to try out here in a
couple of weeks and
I’m hopeful she’ll
make it but for right
now I’m the
majorette in the fami-
ly and I get to say
I’m the best for a lit-
tle bit longer,” Reed
said.
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Just 20 minutes down the road from Belgreen, Red Bay junior Lila

Blackburn was tearing up the diamond and had the Red Bay Lady Tigers in
good position to make a playoff run before the season was cancelled.

Blackburn, who has committed to Copiah Lincoln Community College in
Mississippi to play softball, says that she was honored to not only have been
named to the all-star team, but to have been named alongside a county rival.

“I was very happy when I got the news that I had been selected to the
team.  It’s such a great honor to be on there with all of the other great play-
ers in the state,” Blackburn said.  “I’ve known Emma for a long time and for
her to be on the team with me is a pretty cool thing.”

Having played softball her entire life, Blackburn says she has had one thing
on her mind since she began her high school career: to win a state champi-
onship.

“I’m hoping to make it to state this year.  I personally am going to work on
some things like my pitching because I want to get to and win the state cham-
pionship,” Blackburn said.  “We will have a really strong team next year and
have a lot of talented girls coming back so I’m hoping we can do it.”

Shane Nichols, who is not originally from Alabama, will be entering his third
season as the head coach of the Red Bay softball program next season.
Nichols says that when he was alerted that Blackburn was named to the all-
star team, there was some surprise on his part.  

“At first I was not surprised because Lila comes in everyday and does what
she needs to do and she does it extremely well so I wasn’t surprised at all
that it was her that was selected,” Nichols said.  “However I was a little bit
surprised later on when I figured out that this wasn’t just a 2A thing, but rather
1A-7A so you’re taking all of the best players from across all classifications
and that just makes it that much more impressive.”

Nichols says that his expectations for Blackburn as she heads into her sen-
ior season won’t change from the previous year because in Blackburn’s
case, you know what kind of special talent you’re getting.

“Lils is going to work. You never have to worry about putting more pressure
on her or anything like that.  You know she’s going to give you everything
she’s got,” Nichols said.  “She’s not a very vocal person so she lets her
actions do the talking and so she has the ability to change an entire game
with just one play and that just speaks to how special of a player she truly is
and I expect that she will carry that over to next year and do big things for
us.”









Don’t forget to visit us online at www.franklinfreepress.net!
Contact us at 256-332-0255 or franklinfreepress@yahoo.com.
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To the RHS Graduating Class of 2020:

I want to begin this letter to you by saying how tremendously proud I am of
each one of you. Graduating from high school is a major accomplishment,
but doing so under the circumstances you have faced this school year is
something you should also be very proud of. Hold your heads high and take
pride in what you have accomplished thus far, whether it was in the class-
room, on a field, on a stage, through an award or scholarship, or through les-
sons you have learned. 

When we began this school year back in August of 2019, we decided on
two hash tags that would define our year: #MakeADifference and
#NoMatterWhat. 

Obviously we had no idea at the time that these mantras would basically
become the theme for your class, because you have truly had to navigate
this year #NoMatterWhat. No matter how hard it was to end the school year
unexpectedly in March. 

No matter how disappointing it was to miss your Senior Prom or other sen-
ior activities. No matter how difficult it’s been to complete virtual assign-
ments. No matter how sad it’s made you to social distance from your friends.

No matter how much you’ve missed your classmates, teachers, and rou-
tines. And no matter how upended and surreal these past two and a half
months have been. No matter how disappointed you were to not have a
physical graduation when it was originally planned. You have persevered
through all of this #NoMatterWhat, and I am amazed at your resiliency.

Even though this has been a tough year, I hope you will take these lessons
you have all had the opportunity to learn and apply them to your life and char-
acter moving forward. 

Learning to push through the hard times, shoulder the disappointments,
adapt to new circumstances and environments, and take responsibility for
your own learning are all things that will serve you well in the future. This
experience can be a positive one if you allow these things to better you as a
person.

I also hope you will take the other lessons you have learned during your
time at RCS and use them to shape you as well. 

The leadership and teamwork qualities you received from being a student
athlete; the time management you learned from your academic work; the
responsibility you gained by being part of one of our fine arts programs; the
knowledge and friendship-building skills you learned by being involved in
extracurricular activities; and the pride and confidence we hope you all feel
after being part of this school system.

Your life is what you make it, not what happens to you. And I have all the
confidence in the world that the RHS Class of 2020 will forge paths that lead
to bright futures and great accomplishments. 

Congratulations, Class of 2020! I hope you always know how GREAT it is
to be a Golden Tiger!

Heath Grimes
Superintendent

Russellville City Schools

Perseverance, resiliency define Class of 2020





Kassandra Abarca
Monica Acosta

Ellie Akers
Jacob Alfaro
Billy Alonzo

Maria Alonzo Jose
Cecilia Andres

Colby Andres Juan
Austin Ashley

Priscila Bahena
Samuel Bahena

Yaneli Bahena Garcia
David Baltazar

Gregoria Baltazar
Tyler Barnes

Daylin Barrios
Tristen Bickerstaff

Jacob Bishop
Cameron Bonn

Sydney Bowling
Brianna Brazzell
Charles Bridges

Carley Briles
Katelyn Burns

Amelia Camacho
Andres Campos

Maria Castro-Baltazar
Jose Chajal Castro
Alivia Clemmons
Simon Colburn

Mario Cruz
Matthew Darracott

Jacob Davis
Johana De La Sancha-Santana

Alondra Delgado
Diana Delgado-Hernandez

Jennifer Diaz Ramos
Freddy Diego-Domingo

Virginia Domingo-Francisco
Angel Duran

Lakely Durham
Jasmine Figueroa

Keslee Fisher
Jacob Fite

Amy Flores
Albaro Francisco

Maura Francisco Pascual
Cecilia Francisco-Juan

Samuel Franklin
Sarah Franks

Molly Fuentes
Jose Gaspar-Montejo

Levi Gist
Alexis Glass
Ana Gomez

Brian Gonzalez
America Gutierrez Najera
Danna Gutierrez-Romero

Mila Hall
Jaxon Hallmark

Haylee Hamilton
Deshayla Hammoc
Brandon Hampton

Haley Hasha
Benjamin Herche

Jessica Hernandez-Pascual
Uriel Hernandez-Perez

Amanda Herring
Zoila Hill

Kaydee Holland
Spencer Holland

Trenton Hollimon
Ethan Horton

Samantha Houston
Ethan Howard
Justin Howard
James Hubbard

Naydelin Huerta Momentey
Briana Huerta-Ramirez

Isaac Ibarra
Gilbert Iturbide-Garcia

Shawn James
Patricia Jimenez Luna

Silvia Jimenez-Salgado
Johnathan Jimenez-Vargas

Delia Jose Miguel
Harley Kinard
Madyson King
Autumn Logan

Julio Lopez-Andres
Oscar Martinez Tomas

Samuel Matias-Francisco
Andrea Mazate-Cruz
William McDermitt

Lucia Medina
Sydney Medley

Franklin Mejia Garcia
Joselin Mercado Corona
Luis Miguel Francisco

Catarina Miguel Juan
Jagger Mills

Abby Montgomery
Keren Montiel
Melvin Moreno
Maxim Moussad

John Murray
Madison Murray
Tanner Murray
Ryan Nelson

Charlie Nava-Felix
Aldo Nava-Gomez

Makala O’Neal
Lesly Ornelas

Johnathan Pace
Silvia Pascual-Francisco
Veronica Pascual-Martin

Haylee Patterson
Edvin Pereira-Delgado

Amie Perez
Lina Perez

Salvador Perez
Osvaldo Perez Rojas
Gisel Perez-Balverde

Pedro Pineda
Maggie Pinkard

Ashton Poe
Noah Pounders
River Pounders

Christina Presley
Joshua Price
Isiah Pruitt

Amara Qualls
Edward Ramirez

Maria Rangel
Perla Rayo-Nunez

Emma Reed
Laisha Rivera
Natalia Rivera

Christian Rodriguez-Jimenez
William Rogers

Daimar Santa Maria Diaz
Anahi Serna

Anthony Serna
Ashton Shipley

Krista Sikes
Sydney Smith

Gabriela Soto Palencia
James Stalker
Phillip Steele

Morgan Strickland
Alexis Taylor

Rachel Tena-Bernabe
Mario Tomas Mejia
Brooklyn Tompkin

Caroline Touchstone
Priscilla Tristan

Nathaniel Trussell
Macey Vandiver

Joel Vargas
Yesenia Vargas
Kimberly Vela

Devan Velasco Guzman
Bergie Villarreal

Alejandro Wallace
Allic Wallace

Julianna Wallace
Raksha Webster
Kaitlin Weeks
Hayden Wells

Matthew Williams
Megan Williams

Maggie Willingham
Zachary Willis
Anna Woods

Chandler Wyatt
Jared Yancey

Ismael Zavala-Marquez
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Class of 2020
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John Pilati
Franklin Free Press

As valedictorian of the Russellville High School
Class of 2020, school is obviously a priority for
Gracie Pounders. 

So when she overslept the morning of Monday,
March 16th, that was definitely an aberration. 

Pounders felt bad about being absent. And when
Pounders realized she’d overslept on what would
be her final day  on campus as a Russellville High
School student, she felt even worse.

“That day was an optional day to go to school. I
planned on going, but I overslept,” Pounders said.
“When I got on the phone with some of my friends,
we realized it was over. We’d never go back to
school as seniors again.

“We waited so many years for special events like
the Tiger Walk, Field Day, the prom, etc. While
those things seem little at a time when so much
else is going on, you realize those things are gone
and that’s sad. But I’ve had great teachers who
have been so supportive of me and involved in
everything I’ve done at Russellville, so that will be
a lasting memory,” she added.

Pounders, the daughter of Jeff and Paula
Pounders, will attend Auburn University this fall to
pursue a degree in biomedical studies. While she
hasn’t decided on a specific career choice,
Pounders said she will work in the medical field
and she’s leaning toward becoming a pediatri-
cian. And having her senior year uprooted by the
COVID-19 pandemic served as a reminder of
how important health care employees are in our

country.
“No matter

what’s going on
you will always
need a doctor or a
nurse. Those jobs
have to be there
ready to work
regardless of how
our world
changes,”
Pounders said.

“Auburn had the
degree plan I was
most interested in,
and they have an
osteopathic medicine school in the City of
Auburn. I love the campus and community there
and it was best for me academically to focus on
what I want to do in the future,” Pounders added.

Pounders will leave a legacy at RHS that goes
beyond just her academic success. She was part
of the Russellville City Schools Youth Leadership
Academy, Co-President of the National Honor
Society and Secretary of the RHS Chemistry Club.
Pounders was a RHS cheerleader her freshman
and junior year, but decided not to try out as a sen-
ior.

“I really wanted to focus on academics and work-
ing to get the ACT score I needed to get a schol-
arship at Auburn,” Pounders said.

That decision paid off, as she scored a lofty 33
on the ACT.

Pounders received both an academic and lead-

ership scholarship from Auburn University, a
Russellville City Schools Educational Foundation
scholarship and she’s in line for additional scholar-
ships to be announced later this summer. Away
from school, her interests include baking, reading
and she loves the outdoors.

While some classes came easy for her, others
were more challenging, and Pounders loves a
good challenge. 

“I think AP (Advanced Placement) chemistry was
both my favorite class and my most challenging
class. I like a challenge and Mrs. (Nicole) Watts
challenged us,” Pounders said. “She’s also over
the Chemistry Club, where we did a service proj-
ect this year to build a hygiene closet for students
to get items if they need them. It’s located in a
secretive place, so nobody has to be embarrassed
about getting what they  need. It will be an ongo-
ing project for the Chemistry Club,” she added.

With a mom who’s a teacher at Russellville
Elementary School, Gracie had a valuable
resource at home to help her succeed in school.

“I definitely learned a lot from my mom. She’s
always willing to help me correct my essays, fill
out scholarship applications and support me in
everything I do, especially academics,” Pounders
said.

One positive side effect from Alabama’s stay-at-
home order has been the opportunity for
Pounders to spend more time at home in recent
weeks before she leaves to attend college more
than four hours away.

“I’ve been nervous about (going to Auburn) but

Pounders eyes health care field once education complete

Gracie Pounders

See ‘POUNDERS,’ page 22



Visit us on the web at www.franklinfreepress.net!
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‘POUNDERS,’ from page 21
I’m thankful I got to spend this extra time at home before I move. It’s going

to be a big change moving away from home and living by yourself but I feel
like I’m ready for it,” Pounders said.

After she completes her education, Pounders hopes to return to northwest
Alabama, and Franklin County in particular, if she has that opportunity.

“I think coming back to this area is important to me. I love being with my
family and the people I care about. I’m a little bit of a homebody even though
I’m moving four hours away,” Pounders said.

If she were giving advice to this year’s eighth-grade class at Russellville
Middle School, as they prepare to embark upon their high school journeys,
Pounders’ message would be simple and straightforward.

“Do your homework. Be nice and respectful to your teachers and be
involved in as much as you can because the time will go by very fast,”
Pounders said.

As she prepares to continue her education with students from around the
country, and the world, Pounders is confident her Russellville City Schools
education has her in a good position.

“I feel very prepared going into college. Russellville High School offers
plenty of classes, both career tech courses if you’re not interested in college,
and dual enrollment and advanced placement classes if you’re going to col-
lege,” Pounders said.

“I’ve had amazing teachers who care about me and how well I do in their
classes, and they care about our future. My education at Russellville has def-
initely helped me prepare for the next step. And I want to thank my parents,
as well as my teachers, for helping me get where I am today. I can never say
‘thank you’ enough,” she added.

Finally, Pounders and her friends have found a little humorous irony in their
unusual final semester of school.

“One thing we’ve had a running joke about is how in our AP history class
we write a historical essay at the end of the year. One day, our kids will be
writing essays about COVID-19 when they take AP history,” Pounders said. 
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Send your guest columns, recipes, cartoon panels, letters to the editor
and other creative submissions to franklinfreepress@yahoo.com.

And don’t forget to check us out online at www.franklinfreepress.net!

Unprecedented year brings
unprecedented achievements

for Class of 2020
Dear Senior Class of 2020, 

Congratulations! You have reached a significant milestone in your lives.
None of us envisioned  the last two months of your senior year would end
like they did. There are many special events and traditions you missed as a
result of this unprecedented health crisis. It saddens me to know you were
not able to experience and enjoy them. 

Please know the health crisis DID NOT minimize all you have accom-
plished over the last 12 years. It brings me great joy to realize your many
accomplishments and the lasting impact you will have on your schools.
When I think about the Class of 2020, I’m reminded of a quote from Howard
Schultz: In times of adversity and change, we really discover who we are and
what we’re made of.

I wish you all the best in the next chapter of your lives. 
The word unprecedented will forever be linked to  2020.  May the Franklin

County Schools’ Class of 2020 accomplish unprecedented achievements
throughout the rest of your lives. 

Best Wishes, 

Greg Hamilton
Superintendent of Education,

Franklin County Schools

By Jamie Kiel
State Representative, House District 18

Calling 2020 memorable is an understatement!  Being a member of the
class of 2020 will be unforgettable.   The Covid-19 pandemic did to you what
it did to our nation:  life was put on hold.  You missed proms, sporting events,
classes (I’m not sure that  “missed” is the correct term here), friends and
teachers.  Life stopped.

Or did it?  You’ve learned a lot over the last two months.  Lessons that can’t
be taught in the classroom.  Lessons about caring for others by social dis-
tancing and staying at home.  Lessons about the importance of a support
group, whether that is the family you are born with, or the family that chose
you.  Lessons about who you really are away from school and routine.

You’ve learned to adapt.  Your future success will depend largely on your
ability to adapt.  Change is hard.  Forced change is harder.  Sometimes you
get to choose to change.  Sometimes Corona virus forces it.  School became
different for you compared to anyone else in modern history.  Online class-
es, Zoom, Google Classroom, and packets of work.  

Some of you became self-starters and worked without someone making
you do it.  You problem solved and worked through difficult AP exams and
end of year tests.  Some of you discovered that you could complete your aca-
demics while making an income.  Your willingness to adapt and change in life
will often determine how happy you are with your circumstances.

So where do you go from here?  
It’s your choice.  Make choices…or have them made for you.  Choose to

change…or be changed.  I know that trying to look in to the future 10 or 20
years is next to impossible.  But trust me, it is not as far out of sight as you
think!  You’ve blinked and high school is over.  Blink again, and you’ll be liv-
ing your life.  Dream BIG!  Be a GAME CHANGER!  Help others and be suc-
cessful, whatever that looks like in your eyes.  Whatever happens, know that
the lessons you’ve learned this year will serve you well from now on.  

Congratulations to you for bravely making it through this trying year.  You
have a lot to look forward to.  Don’t let these current circumstances change
you.  Be the change.

Jamie Kiel is a member of the Alabama State House of Representatives
and a 1993 graduate of Russellville High School.

Class of 2020 poised to dream
big after ‘historic’ school year
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For Belgreen valedictorian Katie
Dempsey, being at the top of her class
once her high school career came to a
close had long been a dream of hers.

But it wasn’t until she entered her fresh-
man year that she really put her foot on
the gas and hit the books harder than
before.

“I always wanted to be the valedictorian.
When I went into the 9th grade, I knew
that the grades really started counting and
so I started trying to make as high as I
possibly could on everything,” Dempsey
said. “I just knew that this is what I wanted and I wanted to work hard for it.
I just really wanted to get ahead of everything and make sure it didn’t come
down to the wire. I wanted to make sure that there was no doubt that I was
the valedictorian.”

Katie, who is the daughter of Terry and Kristi Dempsey, has been a key part
of the Belgreen softball and basketball teams over her years as a Bulldog.
Academics are similar to sports in the sense that as students get older, the
more competitive they become.

Dempsey applied her competitive spirit and determination to be the very
best that she uses in athletics and uses it in the classroom.

“In sports and in the classroom I was just never okay with other people
being better than I was. I wanted to work harder and harder until I felt like I
was the best I could be,” Dempsey said. “Like in basketball, I mainly just
started playing because my sisters and friends played but I still wasn’t okay
with not playing as much as I wanted to and it just didn’t sit well with me. So
I started working hard and practicing harder to try and get better. It’s just
something I feel like I have to do.”

After she graduates, Dempsey will attend the University of North Alabama

to pursue a nursing degree, something that runs in her family.
“My mom used to be a nurse and now she’s a nursing director and so I

always knew I wanted to do something in the healthcare field,” Dempsey
said. “After I talked about it with my parents, they really were just pushing me
to pursue my dreams and to become a nurse and they have been so sup-
portive of me and I’m just thankful for their support.”

Dempsey says she plans to attend graduate school once she completes
her nursing degree at UNA. In graduate school, she plans to pursue becom-
ing a nurse anesthetist or a nurse practitioner.

According to Dempsey, she has accumulated numerous scholarships from
UNA including a leadership scholarship, housing scholarship, and even an
honors college scholarship. It is because of these scholarships that Dempsey
will be going to UNA on a full-ride.

As Dempsey and her friends were taking pictures for their senior prom, they
got word that school may be suspended due to the COVID-19 pandemic. At
the time, there was speculation that they might be out of school for a maxi-
mum of two to three weeks.

The length of the suspension proved to be much longer as state superin-
tendent Dr. Eric Mackey announced that schools would not return to session
for the remainder of the school year in mid-March.

Dempsey says that there was still hope that they were going to be able to
return to school to finish out her senior year, but that hope quickly evaporat-
ed. Instead of letting her emotions get the best of her, Dempsey decided not
to dwell on the situation.

“It was crazy because everything just happened so quickly. Our softball
season was cancelled and we had just went to the playoffs the past few
years and the thought of not being able to play in that was tough to deal with,”
Dempsey said. “But I know everything happens for a reason and that there
is nothing I can do about it. We just have to deal with what we are given and
the rest will work itself out.”

To get to the point where you are the valedictorian of your class, there are
undoubtedly going to be a few teachers along the way who help you realize
your full potential and for Dempsey, there are a couple that come to her mind
quickly.

“All of my teachers were always encouraging and just pushing me to be my
best. But Susie Tverberg this year was so positive and so caring. If there was
anything she could do for us, she did it. She was just such a big help to me
and everyone else she comes in contact with,” Dempsey said.

“Her daughter goes to UNA and so when she found out I wanted to go there
she got all of this information for me and brought it to me. But all of my teach-
ers have had a major impact on me and I appreciate each of them,” she
added.

Competitive spirit drives Dempsey to be the best

Dylan R. Adkins
Toni Jean Arnett

Kailey Brooke Borden
Sydney Lynn Borden

Autumn Daye Bragwell
Brock Britton

Diamond Sierra Burcham
Hannah Shaybelle Cox
Abigail Jolene Davis

William Jackson Davis III
Amber Grace Dempsey

Anna Kate Dempsey
Gage Lee Erwin

Jacob Nathaniel Fleming
Jacob Ray Gere

Lakota Cheyenne Hovater
Bryant Edward Hubbert
Jaelyn Montana Johnson

Alexis Dawn Keenum
Tori Anette Kellum

Sarah Grace Kimbrough
Jose Gustavo Lara-Cruz

Christian Jeffery Lopez Jimenez
Andrea Yorleny Morataya Navas

Katelyn Dawn Nix
David Isaiah Plott

Daniel Allen Puckett Jr.
Hugo Zuriel Sagastume

Ricky Darwin III Scoggins
Meg Caroline Sornberger

Sykes, Holden Kyle
Ansley Nolena Tate
Taylor David Welch

Claire Elyse Wiginton
Bailey Francessca Elizabeth Wood

BELGREEN
Class of 2020

Katie Dempsey
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You can learn a lot about the type of student Ben
Williams is by the way he’s spending his time since
school ended on March 14, 2020, due to the
COVID-19 virus.

Williams, the Phil Campbell High School valedic-
torian, has been working for his father’s business,
Leisure Creations, doing autoCAD drawings. As he
prepares to move to Tuscaloosa to pursue a degree
in Electrical Engineering at the University of
Alabama, Williams said autoCAD is a commercial
computer-aided design and software application.
And the experience will help him better prepare for
his chosen career.

So much for an early summer break.
“It was disappointing for sure when school ended and we missed out on

things like the prom,” Williams said. “But I moved past it. I’m pretty sure we’ll
still have some type of graduation. I don’t think all those parents will be okay
with not having anything. They won’t let that happen. But for me, it didn’t real-
ly weigh me down much at all,” he added.

Williams, who received the prestigious Bryant-Jordan Scholar Athlete
Scholarship earlier this spring, is the son of Chris and Angela Williams of

Phil Campbell. He also received a Presidential Scholarship from UA, which
will cover all his tuition. And Williams’ ACT score of 35 was one point below
the maximum score. That placed him in the top 99th percentile of the more
than two million students who took the ACT this year.

But Williams’ time at PCHS will be defined more than just by his academic
success. He was a three-sport athlete who was voted team captain by his
football and basketball team. He also received the academic award for both

Page 26
May 27, 2020

High school a perfect time to
‘get involved’ Williams says

See ‘Williams,’ page 27

Ben Williams
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Eric Allen
Kallie Allen

Gabrielle Baker
Brandon Baker
Marisela Batz

TJ Beam
Luke Butler

Eli Campbell
Kary Carabez

Chloe Carpenter
Samuel Carreto

Francisco Casasola
Taylor Cochran
Sarah Cotham

Alexis Cothrum
Lexi Crittenden

Easton Cummings
Cassidy Dixon
Matthew Dunn
Amber Ergle
Jazmyn Ergle
Karlee Faust

Dakota Fisher
Katie Foster

Rilan Garrison
Star Gentry

Emily Glaviano
Seth Hall

Lexie Harbin
Jake Hardy
Kaci Harris

Caitlin Hedge
Chloe Hill
Nathan Hill

Colton Hughes
Abigail Hunderman

Crystal Jackson
Elijah Jackson
Jacalia Jetton

Julian Jimenez
Colby Kirby
Mayra Lopez
Keith Martin

Ashton McAfee
Trenton McCulloch

Ellen McGee
Ethan Miller
Austin Motes
Trenton Motes
Imer Ordonez

Alexis Patterson
Azariah Patterson

Madyson Peoples
Cypress Quinn
Juliana Reeves

Emily Riner
Samuel Rippee
Hunter Saint
Dakota Sartin
Seth Siewart
Shian Sillett

Khloie Simpson
Katelee Smith

Kaleb Solis
Jonathan Spear
Devan Stewart
Emily Swinney

Joseph Thompson
Nicole Thompson
Austin Tompkins

Courtney Tompkins
Madison Vickery
Kayla Waldrep

Tyler Weeks
Benjamin Williams

Caleb Willis
Mysteri Winstead

sports. Williams served as Junior Civitan President, National Honor Society
President and Student Council President, all while maintaining academic
excellence. 

When Williams considers what advice he’d give to this year’s eighth-grade
class as they move into high school, it would be to jump right into as many
activities as they feel comfortable doing. 

“Get involved in as many things as you can. There’s plenty of time in high
school to do a variety of activities, whether it’s school organizations or athlet-
ics, and you’ll never find yourself in trouble because you’ve always got things
to do,” Williams said. “I learned a lot of lessons from sports and all the organ-
izations I worked with. They are great learning tools.”

He also attributes his academic success to disciplined study habits, some-
thing he believes can be developed in high school. 

“I have always studied hard for tests. But that’s not to say I don’t have a lit-
tle bit of natural ability, but studying hard is a big deal, even if someone is
naturally smart,” Williams said. “You’re not going to do well on tests if you
don’t prepare for them. And that’s a big thing going into college. You definite-
ly have to study in college, a whole lot more than high school,” he added.

As he prepares for the University of Alabama, it’s a reality to Williams that
he will leave his hometown behind, not just for the next four years, but likely
beyond school.

“I probably won’t immediately be able to come back to Franklin County
because there aren’t many electrical engineering jobs in this area,” Williams
said. “I hope to eventually open a business here and specialize in something
to do with my field and to come back. “But after college, I’ll definitely have to
go somewhere, maybe Huntsville or some larger area, to get a job in my
field,” he added.

Williams was drawn to the University of Alabama in part due to the reputa-
tion of its engineering department, and in part due to its proximity to home. It
didn’t hurt that his dad and uncle also attended UA and Williams has always
been a big fan of the Crimson Tide.

Williams will be among some familiar faces in Tuscaloosa this fall. Phil
Campbell Salutatorian Eli Jackson will also attend UA, along with several
other classmates, and Williams’ brother Noah is already a student there.

“It will definitely be a huge difference from Phil Campbell. But I love Phil
Campbell. This is my home. It’s a great place and I love the people here,”
Williams said. “I get along with people pretty well so I don’t see that being a
problem at Alabama, and it’s great that some of my friends are going there
with me.”
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When his senior year at
Red Bay High School
ended abruptly on March
16 there would be many
things Kanen Robbins
missed out on. Gone were
the final months of school
with his classmates. Gone
were those final days on
campus working with
teachers and administra-
tors who he’d forged so
many positive relationships
with. Gone was traditional
graduation, and as Red
Bay’s Valedictorian, it
seemed Robbins’ Valedictorian speech might never be delivered. That loss,
though, wasn’t one Robbins would lose any sleep over. “It’s fine with me,
actually,” Robbins said of not delivering a Valedictorian address. “I’m not
one who likes speaking in front of a big crowd anyway.”

As it turned out, Red Bay’s graduation was held last week in the football
stadium, and Robbins was able to deliver his Valedictorian address. 

Robbins, the son of Josh and Lorie Robbins, lives across the state line in
Golden, Miss. When you spend a few minutes talking with Robbins, you find
him to be a humble, soft-spoken young man who’s very down to earth. It’s no
surprise he wasn’t looking forward to a graduation speech.

Robbins will attend Itawamba Community College this fall, where he plans
to earn an Associate’s Degree before transferring to a four-year university to
pursue a degree in Engineering. While Mississippi State leads the list of like-
ly schools, Robbins said he’s not made that decision yet.

When asked about what advice he’d give this year’s 8th grade class at Red
Bay as they prepare to enter high school, Robbins’ advice is to stay motivat-
ed by choosing electives in subjects that appeal to you.

“Definitely find something you enjoy doing and learning about and try to
take as many courses in that as you can,” Robbins said. “I went to the Career
Tech Center the last two years to take drafting courses. I was just trying to
get ready for college and maybe get a head start.
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Learning ‘never seemed like a
chore’ RBHS valedictorian says

Kanen Robbins

RED BAY
Class of 2020
Haylee Beth Aldridge
Jordan Clay Allison

Shelby Lynn Anderson
Nancy Sylvia Barksdale
Savannah Grace Bates

Mattee Anita Berry
Bailey Madison Bolton

Kaleb Ray Bragwell
Nathan Alan Cain

Logan Brock Childers
Codey Edwyne Cleveland

Engli Esmeralda Morales Figueroa
Elena A Freeland

Makenna Olivia Gober
Arden Elijah Hamilton
Tanner Brant Hamilton

Adam Dylan Hester
Skyler Brock Hester

Olivia Maria Hill
Kyler Tayt Holland

Glenan Colyn Humphries
Reagan Humphries

Myah Michelle Jackson

Colbie Levi King
Christian Jewell Martin

Zoe Layne Massey
Lydia Desiree Miller

Briley Kade Mills
LaShawna Faye Newell

Ethan Lane Pierce
Madison Nicole Pounders

Jake Karly Pounds
Levi Eric Raper

Kanen Joshua Robbins
Emmie Alaine Scott
Caleb Mark Seeley
Brooke Ivy Shotts

Anna Belle Spencer
Victoria Strickland

Ikeyia Destinie Terry
William Enrique Santos Valdes

Dakota James Vinson
Elizabeth Jade Walker

Victoria Wallace
Mason Scott Webster
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Take a long look at Tharptown valedictorian
Annslee Bottoms’ resume and you won’t have a
difficult time finding something to be amazed by.   

From being chosen as class president all four
years of high school, to spending her summers
working for  the federal government in
Washington D.C., and a plethora of extraordinary
work in between, it’s no wonder Bottoms has her
sights set on achieving some pretty lofty goals.

Bottoms, the daughter of Keith and Cinda
Gilbert, says dreaming big and doing the best
she possibly can has always been an important
part of her academic philosophy.

“My whole academic career I have always been
very competitive, whether it has been the sports
I’ve joined or even in my grades. I just always wanted to do my best
because if I did my best I hoped that I would end up in the best possible
place,” Bottoms said.    

The extent of Bottoms’ persistence for academic excellence is something
that was not only felt by herself, but her classmates also benefited. 

After she made sure her studies were up to par, Bottoms would then reach
out to her peers seeing if they needed help with schoolwork and oftentimes,
she would end up tutoring the students she sat beside in class.    

“Even though academics might be considered a competition, there is still
that feeling there that you want to help your friends and classmates do well
and succeed,” Bottoms said.   “If you’re doing well in something, I feel
responsible to try and help others do well also.   So I would tutor my class-
mates as well as some of the younger students in an effort to help them do
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Bottoms adds THS valedictorian
to long list of achievements

‘ROBBINS,’ from page 28

Annslee Bottoms

“Doing well in school definitely takes some effort. Maybe it was a little eas-
ier for me because of how much I enjoy learning—it never seemed like a
chore,” Robbins added. 

In addition to working at Big Star in Red Bay, Robbins was active in sever-
al school programs. He particularly enjoyed Big Brothers/Big Sisters, where
he was paired with middle school students as a mentor.

Junior Leadership was another program Robbins said was an important
part of his high school experience.

“I really enjoyed the activities we did and being able to help other people
out. It gives you an opportunity to serve your community,” Robbins said. We
saw how much of a difference we could make if we worked as a team to get
things done.”

As he reflects on his Red Bay High School days, Robbins said several
teachers come to mind when he thinks about those who have made positive
impacts in his life. But there are two who stood out, he explained.

“Mrs. (Shay) Pounds and Mr. (Jarod) Massey both really pushed me to do
my best, encouraged me and other students. If I had to pick one or two, that’s
who it would be, but I really had a lot of teachers who really cared and made
a difference for me and other students,” Robbins said. 

Robbins also credits his parents for helping shape his work ethic. 
“My parents always want me to try my best. I’ve never minded hard work. I
like the opportunity to work hard and get things done, and they taught me

a lot of that,” Robbins said.
When he’s away from school and work, Robbins loves spending time in the

outdoors, including hunting and fishing.
“I like being outside mostly and I live in a great area for that. Whether it’s

hunting, fishing or taking care of the garden, anything like that I enjoy,”
Robbins said.

After he completes his education, Robbins plans to stay in the general area
of northeast Mississippi/northwest Alabama, and the small town life contin-
ues to appeal to him.

“I like living in a rural setting in a small town. I really like knowing people
and how other people care about you and your family. You’re not just one of
a huge crowd,” Robbins said.
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Ruben Alexander Alfaro
Mynor Fernando Avalos

Urias Otoniel Bahena
Adam Miguel Banderas

Skylar Dakota Bates
Michelle Ivette Estrada Betancourt

Adriana Denise Borden
Anna Faye Borden

Annslee Brooke Bottoms
Merissa Joanne Brazell
Caitlin Nicole Carruth

Stefanie Chavez Castillo
Destiny Starr Nicole Chaney

Eden Gabrielle Cooper
Zion Amariah Cooper
Brooke Leigh Daily

Michael Anthony Dalrymple
Makayla Sensocity Delk

Olivia Brooke Ergle
Eric Lucas Espinoza

Savana Morgan Franks
Addisyn Elizabeth Frederick

Edwin Santiago Aragon Garcia
Austin Bailey Gibson
Elijah Braxton Goines

Yovani Agustin Perez Gomez
Nathan Jackson Hallmark

Christy Lynn Harper
Bailey Ryan Hood

Joshua Britton Kennamore
Logan Tanner King
Gunner John Lane

Hayden Blaze Liming
Edward David Lopez

Emily Dawn Love
Jesus Lozano

Ty Nathaniel Martin
Breanna Faith Mears
Davina Dawn Minzey

Destiny Mojica
Mallie Grace Morgan

Huner Chase O’Connor
Ethan Brock Pennington

Isis Adaly Promoter Ramirez
Ali Brooke Sanchez

Jennifer Nicole Swims
Domingo Tomas-Ajualip

Kylee Olivia Uptain
Alyson Danielle Vandiver

Jaidy Guadalupe Reza Vela
Alexis Elizabeth Vess

Chadwick Anthony Watson 
Shaylee Ann Wieting

their best and hopefully achieve things that they want to do.”
Bottoms and her classmates, like a majority of the students around the

country, were not able to finish their senior year in typical fashion due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.   Rather than allowing the thought of not having a nor-
mal ending to her senior year to get her down, Bottoms elected to apply a
strategy she uses in the classroom to deal with the situation.

“How I try to handle every situation whether it’s in class or elsewhere is that
it’s not about the situation itself, but how you decide to handle the situation.
I just logically thought that there is nothing I can do about it and I just have
to move on and do the best I can,” Bottoms said.   “It’s hard for my class-
mates and I to not be able to see each other but we have tried to be there for
each other and lift each other up because that’s what we all need right now.”

Of course, Bottoms has been keeping up with her grades like any good stu-
dent would.   While it seemed as though she was in a good position to be
named the valedictorian of her class, she still was not 100 percent sure.  So
when the list came out and she saw her name at the top, she was relieved,
but also made sure to remain very grounded about her achievement.

“It was always something that I kept track of and anticipated but you don’t
know for sure and I told myself you need to stay humble,” Bottoms said.   “It
was a pleasant surprise for sure but again it was about how do I stay hum-
ble with this and use it to uplift my peers along with me.”  

While she was accepted to Georgetown University in Washington D.C.,
which is a private institution, the money aspect just did not work out for
Bottoms to become a Hoya in the fall.   However, she does plan to apply
again to Georgetown down the road.    

As for her immediate plans after graduation, Bottoms will attend the
University of North Alabama on a full scholarship.    

While she admits she is undecided as to what her specific plan of study will
be,, Bottoms has a pretty good idea about what she wants to do once she
makes her decision on her degree.

“Right now I am undecided but I know I want to do something with STEM
policy,” Bottoms said.    

STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math), is a growing part of
the U.S. workforce and Bottoms is on track to become a key part of it.  

Bottoms’ qualifications to become a part of the STEM workforce are over-
flowing.   As a member of the Tharptown rocketry team that made it to the
national tournament in Washington D.C. during its first year competing, that
would surely be enough to get one interested in something like STEM policy.
That wasn’t the only factor that played a part in swaying Bottoms’ decision.    

The other factor?
Spending her summers working for the Department of Homeland Security

in D.C. was the icing on the cake for Bottoms’ decision on what she wanted
to study in college.

“I work in an IT office with the Department of Homeland Security but I am
also a people-person, so I talked with my boss and that is what he helped me
lean towards because I still love dealing with cutting-edge technology but I
also love to deal with people,” Bottoms said.   “It’s basically understanding
the laws about STEM and translating those between the people dealing with
the technology and the people dealing with the business side of things.”

In addition to being an key part of the THS rocketry team, Bottoms also
served in Future Business Leaders of America where she was elected and
served as her district’s vice president  her junior year.   Add to those extracur-
ricular activities the fact that Bottoms sports a perfect GPA of 4.0 and an ACT
score of 30 and it is no wonder why she is on the fast-track to success at
such a young age.

Even in Bottoms’ case where it seems as though academic excellence
comes naturally, she is quick to admit that she has had a few teachers along
the way who have helped her get to where she is today.   However there is
one teacher that comes to her mind right off the bat.

“Marsha Inmon.   That’s the teacher that has helped me so much.   It did-
n’t even start in the classroom.   In the eighth grade she was starting up a
robotics team and I started off as a programmer and early on she saw how
eager I was to take that extra step and she would always help me out and
really took me under her wing,” Bottoms said.   “She has honestly been like
a second mom to me.   Whether it’s a personal or  school issue, she has
always been there for me and it has helped me so much.”

Bottoms also credits fellow teachers Bart Moss, Marc Tracy, and Ashley
Burton for helping her along the way.

As for the next generation of students that will one day walk across the
stage and become Tharptown alumni, Bottoms has a message of determina-
tion for them.

“Be resilient.   It’s not about the situation you are in but it’s about how you
handle it.   If you learn to handle things in the best way you can with whatev-
er it is you’re given, you can succeed,” Bottoms said.
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When she begins full-time this fall at Northwest-
Shoals Community College, Vina High School
senior Jayla Puckett won’t have to worry about
adapting to college-level classes.

As part of NW-SCC’s Upward Bound program,
Puckett has taken college classes each summer
since her freshman year of high school. And
she’s done quite well, as Puckett will carry a 4.0
grade point average with her as she begins pur-
suit of  an Associate Degree in Nursing that,
upon completion, will allow her to take the exam-
ination for licensure as a Registered Nurse.

Puckett, the daughter of Eddie and Jennifer
Puckett of Vina, was named Valedictorian of the
Vina Class of 2020. 

While she gives a lot of credit to her parents, aunt (Kim Puckett) and grand-
mother (Joy Puckett) in helping her develop good study habits, Puckett said
the Upward Bound program really helped prepare her for the next level of her
education.

Upward Bound helps prepare high school students for college entrance by
allowing them to take college courses and succeed in their pre-college per-
formance.

The program has certain income requirements and serves families where
neither parent holds a bachelor’s degree. The program is funded by the
United States Department of Education.

The administrators of Upward Bound couldn’t find a better example of their
program’s success than Puckett. And she appreciates how Upward Bound
helped lay the groundwork for her education at the next level.

“It’s the best program I’ve ever been in,” Puckett said of Upward Bound.
“You get course credit at Northwest-Shoals. For the Nursing Program, I’ve
already got Spanish, Math 100 and I’m taking Biology this summer.

“You study quite a bit in Upward Bound. It’s only a month long each sum-
mer, so you study continuously. I think it will definitely help me in the fall,” she
added.

Puckett plans to become a RN, and she prefers to find a job in an ICU, or
Intensive Care Unit. Although the COVID-19 pandemic has turned the final
semester of her high school career upside down, it’s also solidified Puckett’s
career choice.

“I really appreciate everything nurses are doing right now. But what turned
me toward nursing was that I was really sick when I was younger,” Puckett
said. “It got really bad and I ended up at Children’s Hospital (in Birmingham).
I really liked the way the nurses helped people there and I decided that’s
what I want to do as well,” she added.

A lifelong Vina resident, Puckett wants to travel the world, but only on vaca-
tion. She’s a country girl who includes fishing among her hobbies, so Puckett
has no plans to move away from northwest Alabama after graduation.

“My senior class has 21 students. Vina is a school where the teachers know
everyone, and they are willing to help anyone who needs it,” Puckett said.
“There’s not a lot of diversity of different people, though, so there are some
pros and cons of  a small town and school.

“I most definitely want to get out and see places, but I’m not wanting to
move away. I’ve always lived in the country and this is where I plan on stay-
ing,” she added. “I’m really into Asian culture, just not now during this pan-
demic. But I want to travel to South Korea and Japan someday.”

Puckett was active in many student organizations at Vina. In addition to
Upward Bound, she was President of Future Business Leaders of America,
a member of Junior Civitan, Beta Club, the Vina drama program, Senior
Yearbook Editor and she made and edited the Senior Slide Show. On top of
that, Puckett holds a job at the Red Bay McDonald’s.

She was the first Vina High School recipient of the Smith Family
Scholarship, and Puckett received a NaphCare Scholarship, a Valedictorian
Scholarship to NW-SCC and a Franklin County Cattlemen’s Scholarship.

Puckett said there’s a sharp contrast between her personality at school
compared to how she acts away from school.

“I was really quiet at school and didn’t talk much. When I get out and get to
know people at work or outside of school, I’m a completely different person,”
Puckett said. “I’m loud and crazy like everyone else. We had a girl move from
Red Bay School to Vina who worked with me. On the first day of school, she
asked me was I okay since I was being so quiet and I told her that’s just how
I am at school.”

Puckett said there are a number of teachers who had a positive impact on
her , but at the top of her list is Sarah Jane Hattaway, her English teacher.

“She took the place of a great English teacher (Jessica Hamilton) and we
wondered what would happen,” Puckett said. “Mrs. Hattaway introduced us
to drama and started the drama program. She sponsors  Beta Club and she
had a baby recently. All this going on in her life but she still manages to do
so much for her students and I admire that,” Puckett added.
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Puckett credits Upward Bound program for academic success

VINA
Class of 2020
Harlee Brewer
Austin Brown
Brady Collum
Lexie Collum
Kelsey Frei

Austin Horton
Nash Humphries

Baylee Hutcheson
Kade James

Hannah Johnson
Sarah Johnson

Kaitlyn King
Jackson Landers
Braden Moomaw
Tristan Moomaw

Jessie Newell
Scott Presley
Jayla Puckett
Greta Raper
River Steele

Kayla Thompson
Shannon Upton

Jayla Puckett
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