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Arkansas Project Graduation Commission 
Minutes 

September 8, 2011 
 

 
Present:  Mattie Collins, Michelle Griffin, Brooks Harrington, Representative 
Barry Hyde, Ronald Laurent, Susan Waggener, Chair Donnie Whitten, Sonja 
Wright-McMurray. 
 
Absent:  Dr. Pat Bailey, Vice-Chair Nancy Duffy Blount, Dr. Lynita Cooksey, 
Susan Harriman, Dr. Angela Kremers, and Dr. Kim Wilbanks. 
 
Visitors:  Steve Sparks, Director of Existing Business Resources at the AR 
Economic Development Commission.  James H. Smith, Deputy Director of the 
Adult Education Division at the AR Department of Career Education.   
 
The meeting convened at 11:00 a.m.  Chair Whitten welcomed members of the 
Commission.  He introduced Brooks Harrington as the AR Department of Higher 
Education’s designee named to replace Dr. Karen Wheeler.  Chair Whitten also 
introduced Mr. Steve Sparks and Mr. James Smith. 
 
Ms. Wirth distributed the revised minutes from the June 9, 2011 meeting, and the 
agenda for the September 8, 2011 meeting. A motion to approve the minutes 
was made by Representative Hyde and seconded by Ronald Laurent and the 
minutes were approved.  Ms. Wirth also distributed travel reimbursement forms. 
 
Representative Hyde asked the speakers to focus their comments on drop-out 
rates and drop-out prevention in Arkansas.  
 
Mr. Sparks stated that his job consists mainly of connecting existing and new 
businesses with the workforce.  He stated that research has shown that the most 
important aspect of entry level jobs is the employee work ethic.  Coming to work 
on time, returning on time from breaks and staying long enough to start moving 
up the career ladder are things Arkansas students must learn in high school.  A 
lack of work ethics are enough of a problem that companies have created a new 
employee classification called NCNS, no call/no show employees.  Employees 
must have math, problem solving and communication skills.  Companies are 
experiencing huge shifts in manual labor.  Manual laborers must be able to use 
computerized equipment and must have good reading abilities.  New employees 
lack an understanding of what an entry level job entails and that advancement 
will occur later if they excel.  Employers need to do a better job of explaining their 
career ladder and need to provide more conflict resolution on the work floor.  
Better two-way communication will benefit both employers and employees.  He 
talked about the “Modern Workplace” program which addresses the problem of a 
workplace very different from the workplace many teachers have been exposed 
to.  Teachers in this program take a one-day seminar which includes tours of 
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companies and learn to develop curriculum.  Mr. Sparks also stated that there 
are currently 73 open files of companies interested in coming to Arkansas.  We 
must be able to fill those jobs or the companies will leave.  
 
James Smith began by telling Commissioners a little of his personal history.  He 
earned a B.A. in Industrial Arts and was an educator in Arkansas for many years.  
He believes that Vocational Education is an extension of education, not an 
alternative education.  He felt that students need to experience applied 
academics to prepare them for the real world.  According to Mr. Smith 50% of 
prisoners in Arkansas do not have a high school degree.  In the last ten years his 
agency has awarded 17,109 GEDs.  Of 16 year old students 93% pass the GED 
test, of 17 year olds 89% pass the GED test. 
 
Commission members voted to reconvene on October 13, 2011 for a work 
session for development of the annual report required by Act 1306 of 2009 due 
on November 1 to the House and Senate Committees on Education.  For that 
purpose the Commission members voted to extend the meeting time from 10:30 
a.m. to 1:30 p.m.  Donnie Whitten plans to meet with Representative Word prior 
to the next meeting.   
 
The meeting adjourned at 1 p.m. 
 
 
 


