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Wednesday, April 26, 2017
By Kelby Newcomb CCNNews@cox-internet.com

The three Carroll County school districts are considering a partnership to provide career and
technical training to local students.

The program, known as Connect 4, has become possible thanks to contributions from both the city
of Berryville and Tyson Foods. At a joint school board meeting on Monday night, Berryville Mayor
Tim McKinney said the Arkansas Army National Guard handed ownership of the Berryville
Readiness Center, known as the old armory, to the city in 2015. The city is looking at leasing the
building to the local school districts at a reduced rate for the Connect 4 program, he said.

Tyson Foods is considering donating $1.3 million to this project to get it started. Mike Rogers,
instructor at the Career Academy of Siloam Springs, was hired by Tyson Foods as a consultant in
order to draft a business plan for the Connect 4 program.

“I’m a high school teacher and a consultant for Tyson,” Rogers said. “I started working as an
agriculture teacher in Siloam Springs 20 years ago, and I saw a shortage in skilled technical trades,
common sense skills and communication ability. Young people weren’t being taught to go out and
get a job when they graduated.”

He continued, “We formed the Career Academy of Siloam Springs to address those concerns. Our
focus was on industrial maintenance. We focus on industrial maintenance and give our students a
cross-curricular background in different trades to give them the ins and outs of how to think
through a problem and figure out a solution.”

Rogers said Tyson hired him because they have a shortage of skilled technical workers and wanted
to develop a program modeled after the Career Academy in Siloam Springs. He said he was
originally scheduled to start the first such school in Michigan before Tyson began talks about the
Connect 4 program.

“This is my first presentation to plant these schools across the nation. Because of the armory being
available and its ability to serve the needs of the nearby Berryville and Green Forest complexes,
Tyson redirected us to this area,” he said.

Connect 4 program to offer career training to local
students
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Though he is consulting for Tyson Foods, Rogers said his first priority is representing a program
that supports the development of youth education skill trades.

“My concern as an educator was I did not want to make a bunch of Tyson employees,” he said. “I
didn’t want to be brand-specific. I want these students to have options and be able to go to the
highest bidder. That was great for Tyson because they said they want to promote communities
where their team members live, promote skills and abilities for potential hires and have a place
where economic development is stimulated.”

The solution, he said, is the Connect 4 partnership with the Berryville, Eureka Springs and Green
Forest school districts. He said he put together a business draft for Tyson to fund the project,
which is waiting on final approval.

“If everything is in agreement with superintendents and school boards, we’d be able to break
ground on the project in June,” Rogers said, “and could move forward with a timeline where
potentially there would be classes opened up in the fall of 2018.”

He said students at the Career Academy of Siloam Springs do a four-year apprenticeship in two
years because the students meet with the instructor for half a day five days a week. The courses are
taken from the Arkansas Department of Career Education (ACE), he said, and the program has
developed about 150 industry recognized certifications that students can complete. Human
resources representatives are also brought in from a variety of companies to teach students about
different career readiness skills.

“This gets students hearing about the real world from multiple areas,” Rogers said, “and gets
employers in front of the future candidates so they get to know each other. The program gives
options to students. I’ve got students starting at $20 to $25 an hour right out of high school.”

Many companies offer tuition reimbursement as well, he said, so the program is not a question of
choosing between college or a career.

“Having the collaboration of all three districts is unique,” Rogers said. “I think that’s what schools
across the nation will be heading to in a few years. Carroll County is ahead of the curve.”

Green Forest board president Bud Phillips asked if there would be a vetting process for students
interested in the program.

“I know for the first year I could see kids who are looking at this program as a way to get out of
school for half the day,” he said.

Rogers said he doesn’t think that will be an issue because the career training program functions
like a business. He said students are responsible for clocking in and out, maintaining their
inventory and other responsibilities expected from employees.

“This is a very adult program. It’s kind of twice the adult because it’s done in half the time,” he
said. “It takes a really progressive-thinking young person to take that risk.”
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Eureka Springs board member Debbie Davis asked if there was an estimate for how much the
Connect 4 program will cost each school district.

“Will it be pro-rated based on the number of students each district sends?” she asked.

Berryville Superintendent Owen Powell said preliminary estimates show the program will cost
roughly $120,000 in total. He said he, Green Forest Superintendent Matt Summers and Eureka
Springs Superintendent Bryan Pruitt have agreed to split the cost into thirds for the first year or
first couple of years of the program.

“Right now, we don’t know the percentages of students who will go,” Powell said. “If the program
costs about $100,000, we’re looking at $40,000 apiece for the first year or two. Once we get
numbers and find out percentages, we will adjust each district’s contribution based on their
number of students in the program. If Berryville has 50 percent of the students going, then
Berryville will pick up 50 percent of the cost.”

He said he believes the Connect 4 program will be vital for Carroll County because of the number
of students who do not go on to seek higher education.

“In Berryville, we have a little less than 50 percent of students go on to higher education,” Powell
said. “Half our kids are not going on to college, so 50 percent of them need to have some kind of
skills where they can go out and market themselves and get good quality high-paying jobs.”

He said he wants to see Carroll County students who can compete in the job market and make a
decent wage rather than going into minimum-wage jobs after high school.

Pruitt agreed, saying the partnership between the three districts seems like the best way to provide
more career opportunities for students.

“What we saw as educators when we checked out these programs is students learning not only soft
skills but also technical skills,” he said. “There’s no goofing off. This program requires dedication
and responsibility. It’s a business for the students involved. They have objectives to work on and
know what they’re doing. The teachers over there are just facilitators.”

Pruitt continued, “Now I know why Tyson is willing to start them out at $5 more an hour if they
attend a program like this. We want our students to start out at a good wage and be able to support
themselves and look at personal growth and career success for their families. I think that’s an
investment for the future.”

He said the districts will need to look into finding the right instructor for the program.

“We’ve got to have someone that comes in here qualified in refrigeration, robotics, hydraulics and
the different things our students will be able to be trained in,” Pruitt said. “We want that to be a
Carroll County resident.”
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McKinney said the first step will be passing a memorandum of understanding between the three
schools. Over time, he said the program may be able to expand to include the hospitality and
healthcare industries.

“We’ve had some interest for the hospitality industry,” he said. “We’re in the beginning stages on
that.”

Phillips asked when there would be a program model to present to the school boards for approval.

“In my conversation with superintendents, we hope to have something to bring to you in May,”
Powell said.


