
With No Child Left Behind, the object of the game is that you have to bring the ones that 
were struggling at least to the proficient level, and that’s where we were struggling. We 
had the ones that were doing great, we had honors, A.P., and calculus students doing 
well, but our children who were in our standardized and level four classes were 
struggling and that’s where our challenge came. 

So, when we were approached in 2006 in October, we were on our heels. We were a 
target school, and we knew we had good teachers. We had a great community and we 
had great children. But our children were still not performing at the level expected by No 
Child Left Behind. Mr. Sehnert, Dr. Freeman, Mr. Charlie McVean and Mr. Yuri Branch 
approached us in October 2006 and said we want to introduce Peer Power™ program 
to your school.  

At that point, we were all behind the eight ball and we said Why Not? To be honest, 
what could it hurt? We’ve exhausted all of our means. We’ve tried to do everything that 
we could to improve our scores and it was just not happening. So we listened, and the 
basic premise that they had was take your cream of the crop, your best, and utilize their 
skills and their communication skills to help teach the others. We’re so proud of that 
particular opportunity because what has happened after one year of being part of Peer 
Power™ (East High Foundation).  Now there is Greater Whitehaven Foundation, did 
you hear that Mr. McVean? 

Charlie McVean: Now I want you guys from out of state to know this is very important 
to us, this concept of brand identity. All of these individual schools need to be named 
The Greater Whitehaven, etc., etc.  

Dr. Hunter: Thank you very much Mr. Charlie Mustang! Let me give you a little data. I 
like numbers and that’s what was so impressive about the meeting that we had. They 
didn’t just come with conversation; they came with actual data to support what was 
going on at East, and I thought that was very important.  

Let me give you a little data about what happened at Whitehaven. In 2003, we tested 
380 Algebra 1 students with 64% passing rate. In ’04 we tested 583 Algebra 1 students 
with a 68% passing rate. In 2005 we tested 461 Algebra students with a 69% passing 
rate, as a result we were targeted and put on the No Child Let Behind List. 

And we all know what the List means. Correct? The List! The List means if you don’t 
improve you lose your job. That’s the easiest part of that I can explain to you. If you 
don’t get better they find someone else to lead your learning institution.  

So, automatically with a wife and three kids, that couldn’t happen to me. I couldn’t allow 
that to happen, so failure was not an option. So, at that point in time, we wanted to listen 
to anybody that could throw us a life raft. In 2006 we improved some; 68% 410 children 
tested, again we were targeted. Now, one more decline and we’re at school 
improvement. Ok, so that means they are looking for someone else to head Whitehaven 
High School.  

So, that conversation with Mr. McVean and his consortion became a wonderful 
conversation. Now, since the implementation of the Greater Whitehaven Foundation, in 



conjunction with the Greater East Foundation, we went from a 68% passing rate in 
2006, to an 84% passing rate.  

We had 390 graduates, potential graduates, but in order to graduate with a Tennessee 
diploma you must meet all Gateway standards, which means you must pass the 
Gateway course, which is Algebra 1, English 10 and Biology; and you must pass the 
exam that is associated with that particular course. Out of 390 children last year, we had 
387 children graduate. Of the 387 children that graduated, they generated $7.9 million 
in scholarships. Of the three children that did not graduate, two of those children were 
special needs. Only one did not meet the expectation of the state, which was to pass 
the Algebra 1 Gateway exam.  

With those odds, I’m not a gambling man, but I know you are Charlie Mustang. I’d take 
those odds any day of the week! 
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Alex Coleman: Yesterday we told you about a tutoring program that’s turning things 
around at East High School. Five years ago, three-fourths of the students were failing 
the Algebra Gateway exam. Now things, thanks to the Greater East High Foundation, 
three-fourths of the students are passing. 

Mary Beth Conley: And that’s just one area where the tutoring is making a big 
difference. Yesterday, you met two of the educators behind that program. Today, the 
man who made it all happen, Charles McVean- he started the Foundation three years 
ago and he is here with former East High student, Cortney Richardson, who is also, 
Cortney I know I am going to get this title wrong. But you are the Frosh Representative 
on like the SGA? 

Cortney Richardson:  Yes ma’am. The frosh council is the Freshman SGA at the 
University of Memphis, and I am the speaker of that. 

Conley:  Congratulations! What a success story! What does this tutoring program mean 
to you? 

Richardson: This tutoring program meant for one, a job to me, and it meant a future. 
With this tutoring program, I was able to see it at the beginning stages. I was at the first 
interview that Mr. McVean had there, and in this interview Mr. McVean said that this 
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program will work. Now, my first year I had a young man; I was tutoring a young man. 
The point is to pick the cream of the crop students to tutor those children who are not so 
cream of the crop. Peer tutoring, this is what teachers have been waiting on for years, 
somebody to help them reach to the lower students. So I was tutoring this young guy 
who was failing math, he was failing English, he was failing science, he was failing 
social studies. But with the things that I’ve learned to do at East High School, I was able 
to sit there and tutor him as his peer. This young man received one of the top incentives 
at the end of that school year; he passed his Gateway that year. It didn’t take us two 
years for us to get him to that level. He passed the Gateways that year. He has proven 
to be successful throughout his tenure at East High School since then. 

Coleman: That is an amazing story. Cortney, are some of the other students as 
passionate as you are? What have you seen so far? 

Richardson: Oh yes sir. We have students just wanting to be in the East High School 
library, or East High School cafeteria, or East High School classrooms while this 
program is going on. Each student understands it all at different times, so just to see a 
light bulb pop on. We have students there who didn’t even think they could learn; they 
have parents that said you will never be anything. As peers, we are able to encourage 
them to do it, do it! You can, you can, you can! And the light bulb pops on and they just 
glow with excitement. We’ve even had a special education student; they didn’t think that 
he was going to get a regular diploma from the Memphis City Schools. This young man 
was tutored by Mario Fortney and that year we were celebrating at graduation because 
he walked across the stage with the honor students.  

Coleman: Mr. McVean, your chest has to stick out when you hear this young man 
talking this way.  

Charles McVean: I think I better keep my big mouth shut! If he’d keep talking, we’d be 
better off. 

Conley: But when you came up with this idea, of course as an East High alum, did it 
occur to you, or was it just blind luck that students will get more from other students? 
Because maybe Cortney can reach a student better than an adult? 

McVean: Well my mom taught; she was an educator her entire life. She taught in a one-
room schoolhouse in western Missouri during World War II. And she was always talking 
about the wonderful dynamics of the one room schoolhouse where the older kids teach 
the younger kids. She said, “Son, it works!” And that’s what we are doing. 

Conley: So mom gets the credit? 

McVean: Right, well as Cortney knows, that wasn’t quite the whole deal. 

Coleman: What’s the other part of the deal? 



McVean: The other part of the deal is what we’ve got here is a magical integration of 
the teaching power of peer tutoring, with the incenting power of money. We divide these 
kids; Cortney was one of our team captains. We divide these kids into teams. A typical 
team will have seven tutors, fourteen scholars (that’s the younger kids that we are 
tutoring). There’s a scholar captain and a tutor captain, and then we have our own 
faculty in the school- Bill Sehnert, Margaret Taylor (who was here last night), Yuri 
Branch, and Jon Householder. And we have some great teachers at East who help us. 
So there’s a faculty advisor for each team and then the twenty-one member team, and 
it’s like the American Free Enterprise system- they compete with each other for real 
money. 

Coleman: And it works! 

McVean: We have some charts here. Now, East High School has obviously, as you 
discussed, improved dramatically. Here we are, this is our ninety-one kids last year on 
their state standardized math tests. Ninety-one of them, these are the scholars. This is a 
school that had a seventy-five percent failure rate last year. There are ninety-one 
perfectly average kids. One hundred percent of them passed the exam. It can’t get any 
better than that. 
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Coleman: One hundred percent?  

McVean: Yes, one hundred percent of them passed- all ninety-one of them. 
Furthermore, every tutor that we had last year, like Cortney, is in a four-year institution. 
But here, I need to show my favorite chart. Here’s my favorite chart. At East High 
School, I spent twelve years at East High School; this was the finest public high school 
in the state of Tennessee at that time. So my nickname over there is Charlie Mustang, 
and I’m proud to be Charlie Mustang! And this says “Charlie Mustang’s Personal 
Heroes.” Not only did one hundred percent of those kids pass that exam, fifty-one 
percent of them graded advanced. 
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Conley: That’s incredible! And at Whitehaven where this has also been replicated, you 
want to say to businessmen, am I incorrect? You want to say to businessmen “Step up!” 

McVean: Step up! 



Conley: This is our city and if we want to create a work force we have to put our money 
where our mouth is. 

McVean: Here one semester at Whitehaven High School they were on probation with a 
sixty-eight percent pass rate. In one semester, they raised that from sixty-eight percent 
to eighty-four percent in one semester. 
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Conley: Thanks to kids like Cortney. Thanks to a businessman like you. 

McVean: Cortney, our highest compliment to call somebody is the “Real Deal.” They 
are the Real Deal. This group of kids is the most underutilized asset class in the United 
States of America. We are learning to harness that power and it’s making a massive 
difference. 

Conley: You guys are a winning team! You can take this to the boardrooms. 

Coleman: You can take this show on the road anytime.  

Conley: Really. You’ll get some business people stepping up. What a great story! 



Coleman: What a positive story. This is more of what we need here in Memphis, 
Tennessee these days; a winning team! 

Conley: Absolutely! 

 




