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Special to The Mississippi Monitor      
  

Leadership of the Mississippi Board of Trust-
ees of State Institutions of Higher Learning 
changed at the Board’s monthly meeting on 
April 16, 2026, as the gavel 
was passed from outgoing 
president Gee Ogletree to 
incoming president Dr. Ste-
ven Cunningham. The term 
for a Board president is one 
year.

“Serving as president 
during these challenging 
times in higher education 
has been a privilege,” Ogle-
tree said. “The opportunity 
to help lead this Board and 
advocate for Mississippi’s 
public universities is an 
honor for which I will al-
ways be grateful.”

Cunningham thanked 
Ogletree for his efforts over 
the past year and noted the 
work the Board of Trustees 
will be addressing over the 
course of the next year.

“Gee Ogletree’s leader-
ship has kept our state’s 
public university system on a steady path to-
ward continued growth and success,” said Cun-

ningham. “He has set a high standard for me 
to follow in the coming year, and I am grateful 
he will continue to serve with us through the 
course of his term.”

Ogletree is counsel with Adams & Reese 
LLP in Madison, where 
he founded and leads the 
firm’s forestry team and 
coordinates the firm’s real 
estate work throughout 
Mississippi. He was ap-
pointed in 2018 by Gov-
ernor Phil Bryant to rep-
resent the First (Central) 
Supreme Court District. 
His term will officially end 
in May 2027.

Cunningham is a 
board-certified diagnos-
tic radiologist and a full 
partner and current pres-
ident of Comprehensive 
Radiology Services, PLLC. 
He was also appointed by 
Bryant in 2018 to repre-
sent the First (Central) 
Supreme Court District. 
His term will also expire 
in May 2027.   

Cunningham will chair 
his first meeting as president of the Board on 
May 21, 2026.

Gavel passes to new president of 
IHL Board of Trustees

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  

Pictured are Dr. Steven Cunningham (left), 
the new president of the Mississippi Board 
of Trustees of State Institutions of Higher 
Learning, with outgoing president Gee 
Ogletree (right).



2nd quarter, 2026� 3

LYNN DILMORE
REALTOR

601-214-8829

KAREN GODFREY
BROKER/OWNER

601-672-0829

CHRISTINE WHITTON
BROKER ASSOCIATE

601-278-4230

MARK MCNEECE
REALTOR

601-214-1949

LEE IRWIN
REALTOR

601-259-5544

LEAH SANDIDGE
REALTOR

601-540-6086

BRACEY GODFREY
REALTOR

601-832-3871

JESSIE MELANCON
REALTOR

601-754-0297

PIPER DAWSON WALTERS
REALTOR

601-259-1600

Serving 
Central M

S!

JANET KNIGHT
REALTOR

601-927-3185

WILL KAZERY
REALTOR

601-213-6896

601-326-3333

WWW.GODFREYREALTYGRP.COM

GLORIA HODGE
REALTOR

601-421-9773

LARRY THOMAS
REALTOR

601-421-4413



4� 2nd quarter, 2026

By Daniel Tyson      
  

State leaders gathered in late April in Pearl to unveil the Missis-
sippi Department of Public Safety’s (DPS) new 146,0000 square 
foot headquarters.

For the first time in the department’s nearly nine-decade history, 
all major divisions are now in a single building.

Governor Tate Reeves (R) said the building represents an “in-
vestment in the people who help keep our state safe.” He said the 
new investment also shows that Mississippi “backs the blue,” not-
ing for Mississippians it is not merely a slogan, but a deep com-
mitment.

“It’s a promise that we will stand 
with law enforcement just as you 
stand for us,” the governor said.

The Pearl headquarters will 
house the newly consolidated units 
of DPS, Highway Patrol, Bureau of 
Investigation, Bureau of Narcotics 
and Office of Homeland Security.

DPS Commissioner Sean Tindell 
said the new facility will help public 
safety by improving efficiency and 
coordination, calling it a new chap-
ter for the agency and the future of 
public safety in Mississippi.

“For the first time in agency 
history, this building brings all of 
our divisions under one roof,” Tin-
dell said. “A major milestone that 
strengthens coordination, improves efficiency and enhances how 
we serve and protect communities across our state.”

It will serve as the nerve center for the department’s operations, 
as DPS modernizes it systems and upgrades technology. A central 
location will be vital in the state’s efforts to combat crime, drug 

trafficking and emergency responses, state officials explained.
“This is a great building,” Tindell said, “But the greatest asset 

that we have in this state is our state employees, especially our first 
responders on the front lines.”

Many of Mississippi’s statewide and legislative elected officials 
were on hand to help cut the ribbon to officially open the building. 
In addition to Reeves, also attending the event were Speaker of the 
House Jason White (R), Lt. Governor Delbert Hosemann (R), Presi-
dent Pro Temp of the Senate Dean Kirby (R), Senator Don Hartness 
(R), Agriculture and Commerce Commissioner Andy Gipson (R), 

and State Rep. Shanda Yates (I).
The new DPS headquarters is 

named after Col. David Huggins to 
recognize his service to law enforce-
ment. He was a DPS Commissioner 
from 2000 to 2004 and earlier served 
as a Colonel with the Mississippi 
Highway Patrol from 1988 to 1992.

“His leadership helped shape this 
agency, and his impact continues to 
guide our work today,” the depart-
ment noted Tuesday.

Commissioner Tindell said the 
department’s facility is now at a 
prime location on Woodrow Wilson 
Blvd. in Jackson as was decided by 
legislators.

“That’s obviously a very premier 
corner in the state of Mississippi,” 

he said.
The $70 million building was designed by Eley Guild Hardy 

Architects of Jackson, and construction was done by AnderCorp.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Article courtesy The Magnolia Tribune.

State leaders cut ribbon on new Public Safety headquartersState leaders cut ribbon on new Public Safety headquarters

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  

Ribbon cutting of the new Mississippi Department of Public Safety Headquarters, April 21, 2026

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  
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Think outside the bank box.
Try a credit union!

Think outside the bank box.
Try a credit union!

601-922-7055
JacksonAreaFCU.com

Jackson Area Federal Credit Union

Byram

Clinton
7375 Siwell Road

204 Clinton Blvd

Jackson
5675 Hwy 18 W

Get a FREE full gutter inspection
and estimate: 1-833-343-1315

1.We Clean 2.We Reinforce 3.We Install

Engineered to 
protect. Built to last

Surgical grade 
micromesh

Attaches to existing gutters

uPVC frame

**Promotional off er includes 15% off  plus an additional 10% off  for qualifi ed veterans and/or seniors. One coupon per household. No obligation estimate valid for 1 year.  See Representative for full warranty details. 
AZ ROC344027 AR 366920925, CA1035795, CT HIC.0671520, DC 420223000087, FL CBC056678, ID RCE-51604, IA C127230, LA 559544, MD MHIC111225,MA 213292, MI 262300331, 262300330, 262300329, 
262300328, 262300318, 262300173, MN IR810524, MT 266192, NE 50145-24, NV 86990, NJ 13VH13285000, NM 408693,  ND 47304. OR 218294. PA PA179643. RI GC-41354, TN 10981. UT 10783658-5501, VT 174.0000871, 
VA 2705169445,  WA LEAFFLH763PG, WV WV056912. *The leading consumer reporting agency conducted a 16 month outdoor test of gutter guards in 2010 and  recognized LeafFilter as the “#1 rated professionally installed 
gutter guard system in America.

Start the new 
year clog-free!

America’s #1 gutter protection*

15% OFF + 10%
LeafFilter** Discount For 

Seniors + Military Promo: 285

Get a FREE full gutter inspection
and estimate: 1-833-343-1315

We install year-round!Claim by: 02/28/2026

Sticks. Dirt. Leaves. Bring it on. LeafFilter® stops debris and keeps 
water moving. Delivering roof-to-foundation protection from water damage. 
Trusted by over 1 million homeowners.

New 471 area code added 
for northern Mississippi

Special to The Mississippi Monitor      
  

With new telephone numbers in high 
demand, the Mississippi Public Service 
Commission recently approved the im-
plementation of a new 471 area code 
to overlay the existing 662 area code 
region. The 471 area code will serve 
Southaven, Tupelo, Greenwood, Green-
ville, Oxford, Horn Lake, Starkville, Co-
lumbus, Corinth and Memphis, as well 

as many other smaller communities.
As of January 30, 2026, customers in 

the 662 area code overlay region may 
be assigned a number in the new 471 
area code when they request new ser-
vice or an additional line, but only after 
the 662 area code is exhausted. The 471 
area code will co-exist everywhere in 
the region with the 662 area code. Cus-
tomers receiving a 471 area code will be 
required to dial 10 digits (area code + 
phone number) for all local calls, just 
as customers with telephone numbers 
from the 662 area code do. Because di-
aling 10 digits is already established in 
this region, the addition of the new 471 
area code will not require any changes 
to the way telephone calls are dialed, 
aside from using the new area code 
when necessary.

Customers should ensure that all ser-
vices, automatic dialing equipment, or 
other types of equipment recognize 
the new 471 area code as a valid area 
code and should continue to store or 
program telephone numbers as 10-digit 
numbers.

For more information, Mississippians 
should contact their local telephone 
service provider or visit the Mississippi 
Public Service Commission website at 
www.psc.ms.gov/psc/areacode.
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Be prepared before the next power outage.

Call 601-460-0256 to schedule your free quote!

Receive a free 5-year warranty  
with qualifying purchase*   
- valued at $535.
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Teams cook under pressure at Mississippi ProStart Invitational

Special to The Mississippi Monitor      
  

High school students from across Mississippi 
showcased their culinary and restaurant manage-
ment skills at the Mississippi ProStart Invitational for 
a chance to advance to nationals. 

High school students from across 
Mississippi gathered in Flowood for the 
Mississippi ProStart Invitational.

The competition, held at US Foods, 
challenged students from different high 
schools to apply their classroom train-
ing in a real-world setting. Participants 
competed in two categories: culinary 
arts and restaurant management. 

In the culinary category, teams pre-
pare a three-course meal under a strict 
time limit and without much access to 
electricity or running water.

The restaurant management teams present de-
tailed business plans and pitch their concepts to 
industry professionals. Students were evaluated on 
creativity, teamwork, cost control, and execution.

"I'm really excited to just jump in and cook and 

make a beautiful dish," student Emma Romig said.
Braylen Spann, another student participant, shared 

his team's approach to preparation.
"We just practice every small detail," he said. "The 

walk-in, the product check-in, the burner time, and 
just focus on those little things and get-
ting those down first before trying to 
rush and make sure everything is per-
fect."

Organizers of the event said it helps 
prepare students for careers in the 
restaurant and hospitality industry, 
even before they graduate from high 
school.

In addition to playing football, Spann 
has dreams in the culinary business.

"My goal in the future is to be inde-
pendent one day and, you know, have a Michelin-star 
restaurant," he said.

The winning teams from the Mississippi ProStart In-
vitational advance to compete at the national level in 
Baltimore. Last year, Mississippi placed fourth out of 
46 states, marking the state's highest ranking to date.

All photos Special to The Mississippi Monitor
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MANSELL MEDIA
M

With a team of a dozen marketing professionals, Mansell Media
is one of the Metro's largest ad agencies. Let our team help

you promote and grow your organization or business!

To learn more about us or for contact information, Google us. 
We will be the 1st search result.

Your business can be the first too - let’s talk! 

R I V E R T R U S T F C U . C O M  |  6 0 1 . 6 6 4 . 2 0 8 5

ROW, ROW, ROW PAST FEES.
C H E C K I N G  H E R E  I S  F R E E !
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Special to The Mississippi Monitor 
  

Just a few years ago, Cortez Tyler was 
working as an electrician when some-

thing small didn’t seem quite right.
“I thought it was just my con-
tacts,” he said.

Instead, it was some-
thing far more serious.

After noticing his vision 
darkening, Tyler went in 
for an eye exam. What 

followed was a series 
of appointments and 
tests that led to an 

unexpected diagno-
sis—a brain tumor be-
hind his eye.

“It was a shock,” he 
said. “You never think it 

could happen to you.”
The tumor was successfully removed and later determined to 

be benign. But in the months that followed, his vision continued to 
decline until he could “almost not really see anything.”

What came next wasn’t just recovery—it was learning how to 
live life in a completely new way.

Losing independence—and determined to get it back
Before his diagnosis, Tyler lived inde-

pendently and worked full-time. After 
losing his vision, even everyday routines 
became difficult.

The hardest part wasn’t just physical—it 
was mental.

“Blindness… it messes with you mental-
ly really bad,” he said.

But one challenge stood out above the 
rest: losing control of his own time.

“Having to be on someone else’s time… 
that bothered me the most,” he said.

Relying on others to get places or leave 
when they were ready was a difficult 
adjustment for someone used to doing 
things on his own.

“I didn’t want that part of me to disap-
pear,” he said.

A different approach to independence
That determination led Tyler to the Mississippi Department of 

Rehabilitation Services (MDRS) and the EMERGE Center in Long 
Beach.

Unlike traditional training models, EMERGE focuses on immer-
sive, real-world experiences designed to rebuild 
independence through hands-on learning—ev-
erything from cane travel and Braille to technol-
ogy and daily living skills.

For Tyler, that approach was exactly what he 
needed.

“I wanted to get back to that level of independence I had before 
I lost my sight,” he said.

He describes the program simply: “A rewarding challenge.”
The training pushed him outside of his comfort zone—especial-

ly when it came to navigating the world independently again.
“Cane travel… it made me want to get back out and start inter-

acting with people,” he said.

Learning from those who understand
One of the most impactful parts of the program was the people.  

At EMERGE, many instructors are blind themselves—something 
Tyler says made a difference.

“You’ve got the blind teaching the blind,” he said.
That perspective gave him confidence.
“It made me feel more motivated… knowing I could get back 

out and do something as a blind person,” he said.

The moment everything changed
For Tyler, a turning point came during a national convention in 

New Orleans, where he was surrounded by other individuals who 
are blind and living independently.

“I didn’t feel alone,” he said. “It felt like I was back to normal 
again.”

That moment shifted his mindset—and his confidence. Now, 
just days away from graduating (at press time), he says he feels 
like himself again.

A future focused on giving back
Today, Tyler defines independence in a new way.

“Being your own person… not letting 
anyone stop you from doing what you 
want to do,” he said.

After graduation, he plans to continue 
advanced training through a certified 
program and pursue an apprenticeship, 
with the long-term goal of becoming an 
orientation and mobility instructor.  His 
hope is to one day return to Mississip-
pi and help others who are blind regain 
their independence—just as he has.

A message for others
For those facing vision loss or unsure 

of what comes next, Tyler has a clear 
message:

“If you want to take your life back… 
come do it.”

The EMERGE Center in Long Beach is located at 310 North 
Cleveland Avenue. For more information or to learn more about 
the services provided in Long Beach for Vocational Rehabilitation 
for the Blind, visit www.mdrs.ms.gov or call Macauley Beasley at 
228-241-2240.

From darkness to independence:
Coast man rebuilds his life through MDRS’ EMERGE Center

Special to Long Beach Breeze     

The EMERGE Center is located at 310 North 
Cleveland Avenue in Long Beach.

The Mississippi Department of Rehabilitation 
Services (MDRS) is a state agency that provides 
resources to help Mississippians with disabilities 
find new careers, live more independently, over-
come obstacles, and face new challenges. For 
more information more about MDRS services, visit 
www.mdrs.ms.gov or call 1-800-443-1000. 

Special to Long Beach Breeze     

Cortez Tyler
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By Susan Marquez      
  

In celebration of America’s 250th anniversary of the 
signing of the Declaration of Independence, a special ex-
hibit will be on display at the Two Mississippi Museums 
in Jackson. 

Mississippi Made traces more than two centuries of in-
novation, craftsmanship and cultural influence through ap-
proximately 250 artifacts. The exhibit spans from the early 
19th century to the present day, reflecting Mississippi’s 
role in agriculture, manufacturing, music, fashion, science, 
literature and the arts.

Katie Blount, director of the Mississippi 
Department of Archives and History, says 
the stories featured in Mississippi Made illus-
trate how Mississippi’s people and ideas have 
made a lasting impact on both the nation and 
the world. 

“This exhibit offers visitors an opportu-
nity to understand better those contributions 
through the objects that document that legacy,” said Blount.

Objects on display range from a 19th-century cotton 
spinning gin used on small plantations to patent models 
and tools tied to Mississippi inventors.  Visitors can even 
see a Lindsey eight-wheel log wagon developed in the ear-
ly 20th century to support the state’s timber industry. All 
are objects that illustrate how Mississippians responded to 
local needs with ingenuity that often made a major impact 
on a national and global scale.

Innovation in music and literature by Mississippians is 
also highlighted in the exhibit. Elvis Presley’s bathrobe 
and a Velvet Elvis wall tapestry are among the artifacts, 
along with those tied to music icons B.B. King and Jim-
mie Rodgers, and records associated with artists such as 

famed opera singer Leontyne Price. Literary contributions 
are represented through portraits of William Faulkner and 
Richard Wright, painted by Mississippi artists, and Eudora 
Welty’s typewriter.

Design, craft and cultural expression are featured through 
pottery by George Ohr, textiles by Ethel Wright Mohamed, 
a loom and a coverlet woven on that loom, and garments de-
signed by Vicksburg native Patrick Kelly and a gown worn 
by Miss America Mary Ann Mobley. Film and popular cul-
ture are reflected through set pieces from A Time to Kill, a 

film based on John Grisham’s novel of the same 
name. The movie was filmed primarily in Mis-
sissippi.

Mississippi’s connections to science, trans-
portation and industry are explored through ob-
jects such as a NASA flight jacket worn by as-
tronaut Richard Truly, along with vehicles man-
ufactured by Toyota and Nissan in Mississippi. 

Artifacts tied to tourism and leisure highlight Mis-
sissippi’s mid-century coastal tourism and hospitality culture.

“Mississippi Made brings together objects that tell a 
broader story about the state’s creativity, industry, and in-
novation,” said Michael Morris, director of the Two Missis-
sippi Museums. “Each artifact reflects how Mississippians 
responded to local needs in ways that shaped life far beyond 
the state.”

Mississippi Made is sponsored by Wayne-Sanderson 
Farms and will be on exhibit through November 6, 2026. 

“As a company with deep Mississippi roots, Wayne-Sand-
erson Farms has a long history in the state—beginning with 
the separate legacy operations of Sanderson Farms and 
Wayne Farms and combining to become the industry lead-
er we are today,” said Wayne-Sanderson Farms President 

“Mississippi Made” exhibit traces “Mississippi Made” exhibit traces 
the impact of the Magnolia State the impact of the Magnolia State 

as part of America 250 celebrationas part of America 250 celebration

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  
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and CEO Kevin McDaniel. “It’s exciting to see the progress 
we’ve made together in Mississippi as business partners and 
as neighbors, and we’re proud to sponsor this exhibit and 
share that story.”

Museum hours are Tuesday through Saturday, 9 a.m. to 5 
p.m., and Sunday, 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Admission to the muse-
ums is free every Sunday. The Two Mississippi Museums 

are located at 222 North Street in Jackson. Free parking is 
available along North Street and in the visitor garage on Jef-
ferson Street.

For more information, visit www.mdah.ms.gov. The mu-
seums are located at 222 North Street, #2205, in Jackson.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Article courtesy The Magnolia Tribune.

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  

Located at 222 North Street in Jackson, the Museum of Mississippi History and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum feature a special exhibit, “Mississippi 
Made,” through early November.

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  

This bar is from the Sun-n-Sand Motor Hotel 
and was added after Prohibition was lifted in 
Mississippi in 1966. The bar is featured in Willie 
Morris’ book My Cat Spit McGee and has been 
described as a place where legislators gathered 
and sometimes conducted business.

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  

This 1980 button, reading “Hogs are beautiful,” 
was from the Farm Bureau archive collection 
and is on display in the “Mississippi Made” 
exhibit

Special to The Mississippi Monitor  

This dress, found in the “Mississippi Made” 
temporary exhibit, was designed by Patrick 
Kelly of Vicksburg. His signature style is marked 
with colorful buttons, inspired by the buttons his 
grandmother used to mend clothing.
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“ I’m double majoring in math & music 
performance. I’m in the SAE fraternity, 
play in the jazz band and still enjoy 
running on the track and cross country 
teams.”

             Phillip Antis 
New Orleans, LA

&
From double majors to multiple experiences, you won’t have to choose 
one path over another; we thrive on the power of ‘And.’ Whether you’re 
pursuing theatre and biology, creative writing and accounting, or any other 
combination, Millsaps is designed to develop all aspects of who you are and 
who you want to become. Learn more at millsaps.edu



2nd quarter, 2026� 13

By Jeremy Pittari      
  

The Mississippi Legislature gathered on the second floor ro-
tunda of the State Capitol this spring for the unveiling of the 
most recent portrait to grace its halls, 
that of former Speaker of the House 
Philip Gunn, the 61st Speaker of the 
Mississippi House.

Elected to the House of Representa-
tives in 2004 to represent House Dis-
trict 56, Gunn became the first Repub-
lican to be elected Speaker of the Mis-
sissippi House in January 2012 after the 
Republican Party gained the majority 
the year prior. Prior to Gunn, the last 
time a Republican was Speaker was in 
1876 following the Civil War.

Serving in that capacity for twelve 
years, Gunn is recognized as one of the 
longest serving Speakers for the State 
of Mississippi. 

During a speech at the gathering, 
Gunn said he was proud of the accom-
plishments the House and Senate made 
during his time in office, including the 
passage of HB 1510, which he said led to the overturning of 
Roe vs Wade.

Other accomplishments Gunn listed among his most notable 
include the passage of legislation that protected the religious 
rights of business owners and efforts that played a major role in 
the movement to change the state flag.

Gunn also cited, in spite of inheriting a $600,000 deficit, 

working in concert with then Lt. Governor, and now current 
Governor, Tate Reeves to balance the state budget.

“And in two or three years, we dug out of that hole - and we 
kept spending under control ever since, not spending more than 

we have brought in,” Gunn said.
He also reflected on bills that led to 

the current successes seen in the state’s 
K-12 education system, addressing hu-
man trafficking, providing income tax 
cuts, creating safe haven baby boxes, 
and providing tax credits to pregnan-
cy resource centers and families who 
adopt.

“We delivered on the pro-life agenda 
that we professed,” Gunn said. 

Humbled by the attention he was get-
ting before the curtain on his portrait 
was removed, Gunn added that while 
he stood on the shoulders of strong 
leaders, current leaders now stand on 
the shoulders of those who came be-
fore them, and strong shoulders will be 
needed to carry future generations. 

“This portrait represents just a man 
who once occupied the office of Speak-

er for a moment in time in our state’s history,” Gunn said. “There 
were Speakers before me. There will be Speakers and after me. 
What matters is what we’re going to do with that opportunity 
that we have while we hold that office.”

EDITOR’S NOTE: Article courtesy The Magnolia Tribune. Gunn 
recently announced his candidacy for governor. 

Portrait of former Speaker of the House 
Philip Gunn unveiled at Mississippi Capitol

Jeremy Pittari  

Jeremy Pittari  

Former Speaker of the House Philip Gunn thanks his 
supporters and lawmakers who helped in the successful 
passage of many bills during his tenure that resulted in 
successes for the state of Mississippi, such as those 
that brought the state from 50th in education to 16th in 
the nation. 
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Special to The Mississippi Monitor      
  

Registered nurses and licensed practical nurses 
with outstanding student loan debt are encour-
aged to apply for up to $6,000 in loan repayment 
through the Nurse Retention Loan Repayment 
Program (NULR). 

“If you think you might be 
eligible to apply, don’t wait,” 
said Dr. Jennifer Rogers, ex-
ecutive director of the Mis-
sissippi Office of Student 
Financial Aid, which admin-
isters the program. “2026 is 
the last year of this program, 
and funds will be awarded on 
a first-come, first-served ba-
sis through August 31 or until the funds have been 
spent.”   

To be eligible for the loan repayment assis-
tance, nurses must have a current relevant license 
and work full-time in Mississippi in a skilled nurs-
ing home or general acute care hospital that is 
licensed by the Mississippi State Department of 
Health.  Eligible recipients must also have out-
standing student loans in their own name. Awards 
of up to $6,000 will be paid directly to the loan servicer after the 
nurse has completed at least one full year of eligible work.

“We know nurses are in high demand and have options in where 
they choose to work,” said Rogers. “This program was designed as 
a way to address the state’s nursing shortage in our hospitals and 
nursing homes, while also helping nurses quickly pay down any debt they carry from nursing school.”

Nurses may learn more and apply online at www.msfinancialaid.org/nulr/.
NULR was created by the Mississippi Legislature in response to the nursing shortage that worsened after the COVID pan-

demic and is funded with Coronavirus State and Local Fiscal Recovery Funds authorized by the American Rescue Plan Act.

Nurses encouraged to apply for student loan repayment

For more information visit:
www.MSFinancialAid.org/nulr
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Special to The Mississippi Monitor      
  

Mississippi teens, like their peers nationwide, 
are facing increasing rates of depression, anxi-
ety and post-traumatic stress disorder, creating 
a growing demand for adolescent mental health 
services.

To help meet that need, Children’s of Missis-
sippi has opened a new Adolescent Acute Psy-
chiatric Unit designed to serve teens ages 13 to 
17.

During the 2023 legislative session, the Mis-
sissippi Legislature appropriated $6 million to 
the project. An additional $2 million came from 
federal funding.

“We are deeply grateful to our elected offi-
cials for recognizing the urgent need for ex-
panded adolescent mental 
health services and invest-
ing in this project,” said Dr. 
LouAnn Woodward, vice 
chancellor for health affairs 
at the University of Missis-
sippi Medical Center. “Their 
support made it possible 
to address a critical gap in 
care and ensure that teens 
across our state have ac-
cess to inpatient psychiatric 
treatment when they need it 
most.”

The new unit includes ten 
acute psychiatric beds and 
offers individual therapy, 
goal-oriented group thera-
py, recreational group therapy, mindfulness ac-
tivities, yoga, social skills training and access to 

a hospital-based accredited school to support 
continued education during treatment.

“As Mississippi’s only children’s hospital, it is 
our responsibility to provide world-class care 
to every child who comes through our doors,” 
said Dr. Mary Taylor, Suzan B. Thames Chair of 
Pediatrics and CEO of Children’s of Mississippi. 
“This unit allows us to deliver that same high 
level of specialized care to adolescents expe-
riencing mental health crises without sending 
them elsewhere.”

Many adolescents seeking psychiatric treat-
ment arrive through the emergency depart-
ment following a suicide attempt, overdose or 
other crisis.

“Being able to admit adolescents directly from 
our emergency department 
improves continuity of care 
and enhances patient safe-
ty,” Dr. Mark Ladner, chair of 
the Department of Psychia-
try and Human Behavior at 
UMMC. “It allows us to begin 
treatment immediately in 
a setting designed specifi-
cally for their developmen-
tal, emotional and medical 
needs.”

Historically, Children’s of 
Mississippi had a child psy-
chiatry unit and an adult psy-
chiatry unit, but no dedicat-
ed inpatient space for ado-
lescents. Teens who required 

hospitalization often had to be transferred to 
outside facilities.

Children’s of Mississippi opens Children’s of Mississippi opens 
adolescent acute psychiatric unitadolescent acute psychiatric unit
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In 1974, pediatric patients received care in UMMC's first 
children's hospital, built in 1968.
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Federal, state and medical leaders watch as, from left: Dr. Dustyn Baker, assistant professor and medical director of the Adolescent Acute Psychiatric 
Unit as well as program director for the Child and Adolescent Psychiatry Fellowship; Rep. Michael Guest; Dr. Mary Taylor, Suzan B. Thames Chair and 
CEO of Children's of Mississippi; Dr. LouAnn Woodward, vice chancellor for health affairs; Dr. Alan Jones, associate vice chancellor for health affairs; Dr. 
Mark Ladner, chair of the Department of Psychiatry and Human Behavior; Dr. Nikki Cowan, Director of Nursing for the adolescent acute psychiatric unit; 
and Rep. Clay Deweese cut the ribbon on the Adolescent Acute Psychiatric Unit.
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Pictured with Mississippi State Superintendent of Education Dr. Lance 
Evans (left) is 2026 Mississippi Administrator of the Year Dr. Matthew 
Fulton (right).
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2026 Mississippi Teacher of the Year Lauren Zarandona (left) is pictured 
with Mississippi State Superintendent of Education Dr. Lance Evans (right).
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2026 Parent of the Year Kristina Carter (left) is pictured with Mississippi 
State Superintendent of Education Dr. Lance Evans (right).

MDE names top contributors to schools for 2026
The Mississippi Monitor      
  

Dr. Matthew Fulton, Lauren Zarandona and 
Kristina Carter were recently recognized by the 
Mississippi Department of Education (MDE) as 
top contributors to the state’s school districts.

Dr. Matthew Fulton, principal at Sumner Hill 
Junior High School in the Clinton Public School 
District, was named Mississippi’s Administra-
tor of the Year for 2026. Lauren Zarandona, 

a teacher at Mississippi School for Mathemat-
ics and Science, was named 2026 Mississip-
pi Teacher of the Year, and Kristina Carter, a 
mother of four with three students in the Nat-
chez-Adams School District, was named 2026 
Mississippi Parent of the Year.

The winners were recognized at a program 
led by MDE’s Office of Teaching and Leading 
at the Jackson Convention Complex.

The annual Mississippi Administrator of the 
Year program honors an administrator who 
demonstrates superior ability to inspire teach-
ers, to employ exemplary leadership practices 
and to participate as an active member of the 

community. The recipient receives a $5,000 
stipend and shares expertise through various 
presentations and activities for the improve-
ment of education in the state.

When describing his personal philosophy, 
Fulton said, “Education is an act of continu-
ous service in which educators do not serve 
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self but consider the needs of others more sig-
nificant than their own. The God-given digni-
ty and boundless 
potential of ev-
ery learner com-
pel a selfless and 
steadfast com-
mitment to stu-
dent growth. The 
fruit of such ser-
vice and dedica-
tion is the future 
of our society.”

The annual Mis-
sissippi Teacher 
of the Year pro-
gram recogniz-
es an exemplary 
teacher in the 
state who inspires 
students, demon-
strates leadership 
both inside and outside the classroom and 
serves as an active member of the community. 
The award recipient also receives a $5,000 sti-
pend and will share expertise through various 
presentations and activities. Zarandona will 
represent Mississippi in the National Teacher 
of the Year competition.

When describing her personal philosophy, 
Zarandona said, “Learning is more than getting 
a correct answer or knowing the right infor-
mation. Learning must lead to understanding 
for all students; teaching them how to think is 
far more important than teaching them what 
to think.”

Carter was nom-
inated for Parent 
of the Year by her 
school district 
for her dedica-
tion, service and 
unwavering sup-
port of students, 
educators and 
families within 
the school com-
munity, with the 
district saying, 
“her consistent 
involvement and 
remarkable lead-
ership exemplify 
the impact paren-
tal engagement has on student success.”

Should either the 2026 Mississippi Adminis-
trator of the Year or 2026 Mississippi Teacher 
of the Year be unable to fulfill their duties, al-
ternate candidates for each role have been se-
lected. The alternate 2026 Mississippi Admin-
istrator of the Year is Stephanie Shirley, princi-
pal at Clarkdale High School in the Lauderdale 
County School District; and the alternate 2026 
Mississippi Teacher of the Year is Cody Eadie, 

a teacher at Harrison Central High School in 
the Harrison County School District.

With research showing that parental in-
volvement is a critical factor in determining 
the academic success of students, MDE annu-
ally asks each district to select an outstand-
ing parent who has made a significant impact 
on school improvement efforts in the school 
district. The committee reviews numerous ap-
plications submitted by school districts and 
selects a Parent of the Year finalist from each 
of the four congressional districts. From those 
four district winners, Kristina Carter was cho-

sen as the 2026 
Parent of the Year 
was determined.

Carter believes 
that when parents 
actively partici-
pate in their chil-
dren’s education, 
students tend to 
perform better 
academically, at-
tend school regu-
larly and demon-
strate stronger 
social and behav-
ioral skills. She 
works closely 
with administra-
tors and district 

personnel on key initiatives while also remain-
ing an active PTA volunteer in three schools. 
From assisting in the front office and support-

ing the library 
and classrooms 
to helping coun-
selors and testing 
coordinators, dis-
trict officials say 
she consistently 
steps in wherever 
support is need-
ed. Her advocacy 
for students en-
sures they receive 
the encourage-
ment, resources, 
and care neces-
sary to thrive ac-
ademically and 
personally. Since 
2015, Carter has 

been honored with multiple school-level Par-
ent of the Year awards.

Other Parent of the Year finalists for 2026 in-
cluded Congressional District 1 finalist Kassie 
Isbell, nominated by the Tate County School 
District; Congressional District 3 finalist 
Qua’Tesha Ratliff, nominated by the Walthall 
County School District; and Congressional 
District 4 finalist Latreaka Rankin, nominated 
by the Forrest County School District.

Photos special to The Mississippi Monitor  
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Amazon continues Mississippi Amazon continues Mississippi 
expansion, $25 billion investment expansion, $25 billion investment 

and 2,000 jobs expectedand 2,000 jobs expected
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In early April, Amazon announced plans to invest an additional 
$12 billion in central Mississippi, continuing its expansion in the 
state. The latest announcement includes a planned $11 billion ex-
pansion of the company’s existing data center operations in Madi-
son County, a project that will create seven hundred new jobs. The 
announcement also includes a new planned $1 billion project in 
Clinton that will create one hundred jobs. With these investments, 
Amazon’s total planned capital investment in the state is $25 bil-
lion, and the company expects to create more than 2,000 jobs.

"Amazon is expanding in Mississippi with $12 billion in new 
investments, $11 billion in Madison County and $1 billion to 
transform a former manufacturing plant in Hinds County," said 
David Zapolsky, Amazon's Chief Global Affairs and Legal Offi-
cer. "These two projects will create eight hundred jobs and build 
infrastructure that serves Mississippi for generations.”

The Madison County expansion builds on Amazon’s 2024 an-
nouncement of plans to invest at least $10 billion and create 1,000 
direct jobs to establish data center campuses in the county. The 
Clinton project, which retrofits the former Delphi Corporation 
plant, is Amazon’s first location in the city.

In November 2025, Amazon also announced a planned $3 
billion project in Vicksburg that is creating at least two hundred 
high-paying, full-time positions and further expanding the compa-
ny’s presence in central Mississippi.

“Amazon isn’t just reinvesting in Mississippi — the company 
is once again betting on our people,” said Governor Tate Reeves. 
“$25 billion in two years is providing Mississippians with high-
tech, high-paying opportunities, strengthening our communities 
and showing the world that our state is open for business. This is 
what transformational economic growth looks like, and it’s hap-
pening right here, right now. This is Mississippi’s time.” 

Amazon’s cloud and data center operations, Amazon Web 
Services, is the world’s most comprehensive and widely adopt-
ed cloud, enabling a new era of generative artificial intelligence 
through strategic investments in advanced infrastructure, machine 

learning services and agentic AI applications. The company’s Mis-
sissippi plans further strengthen investments in generative AI and 
high-tech cloud infrastructure and reflect Amazon’s ongoing com-
mitment to supporting U.S. leadership in AI and helping custom-
ers across all industries harness AI-driven solutions to transform 
operations and accelerate innovation. 

Millions of customers, including the fastest-growing startups, 
largest enterprises and leading government agencies, rely on AWS 
to advance their AI journey, lower costs, increase agility and drive 
innovation. Company officials say these strategic investments in 
advanced computing infrastructure and specialized AI hardware 
are building the technology backbone for the next generation of 
generative and agentic AI and helping to secure America’s posi-
tion at the forefront of global innovation.

Mississippi Major Economic Impact Authority funds continue 
to support Amazon’s cloud and data center investments in Missis-
sippi. Madison County, the city of Ridgeland, Hinds County and 
the city of Clinton also are assisting with this latest expansion.  

Additionally, Entergy Mississippi’s commitment to meeting 
long-term power requirements was a key factor in the company’s 
decision to continue its expansion.

“Developing strong relationships with Amazon and supporting 
their speed-to-market needs helped attract them to Mississippi,” 
said Entergy Mississippi President and CEO Haley Fisackerly. 
“Showing them we can deliver on our promises is bringing them 
back, time and again. Our planned investments help support Ama-
zon’s newest projects in Mississippi. Our partnership with them is 
also generating remarkable benefits for all our customers, includ-
ing helping us strengthen the power grid and improve reliability 
while keeping customers’ future bills lower than they otherwise 
would have been.” 

“Amazon is expanding in Mississippi because we get it done,” 
said Mississippi Development Authority Executive Director Bill 
Cork. “We deliver reliable power, top-tier talent and leadership 
that doesn’t get in the way—just clears the path for companies 
ready to build and get to work.”

Photo courtesy Amazon  

Construction of an Amazon data center
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Governor Tate Reeves speaks during the announcement of a $25 billion investment in Mississippi by Amazon.
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