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ppearances can deceive, 
but one look at Ryan Jack-
son will tell you he’s not 
a typical school adminis-
trator. Tall and thin, with 

shoulder length hair and bracelets on his 
wrists, he speaks in bursts of short sen-
tences, punctuated at times with hashtags 
instead of commas. His approach to edu-
cation is both simple and relentless.

“I want to get kids thinking like cre-
ators,” said Jackson, executive principal 
of three schools that serve 1,200 students 
in Mount Pleasant, Tennessee, an hour 
south of Nashville. “Most of our kids have 
grown up in an era where creativity has 
been stomped out of learning. I think 
we’re on to something that can get them 
excited again.”

The way to get students excited, he 
believes, is by systematically incorporat-
ing arts (A) into the traditional science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) curriculum. In this small com-
munity, part of the larger Maury County 
Schools, Jackson is doing just that with 
the launch of the first K–12 STEAM clus-
ter in the nation. In two short years, the 
Mount Pleasant Arts Innovation Zone has 
drawn the attention of NASA, Discovery 
Education, and other businesses and 
corporations looking for graduates with 
21st-century skills.

“Dr. Jackson has a clear vision of what 
STEAM should look like. He wants to do 
this, not just for the high school, but for all 
of the kids in Mount Pleasant,” said Ryan 
Pastrana, who runs the filtration research 
and development center for Parker-Hanni-
fin, a company specializing in motion and 
control technologies. “When we first met 
and he talked about this, he said, ‘Since we 
don’t know how to do it, we’ll just invent 
it.’ And he did. That impressed me.”

A

By Glenn Cook
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#FullSTEAMahead
When Chris Marczak was hired as Maury 
County’s superintendent in 2015, he came 
in with a sense of urgency and plans to 
shake things up. The district’s previous 
superintendent had been a longtime 
administrator at Columbia Central High 
School before taking the top job, and the 
board wanted a change in leadership style. 
Bringing in someone who had never lived 
in the county made sense.

“In today’s society, it’s not about having 
a high school diploma,” Marczak said. 
“It’s about a bachelor’s or the equivalent, 
whether that’s an opportunity to enter 
the military, receive industry certification, 
get into a technical college or become a 
journeyman on the job. It’s the training 
we must provide to students so they can 
make a living wage.”

Finding a way to do that in this middle 
Tennessee county, rapidly becoming an 
exurb of Nashville, has presented a series of 
challenges due to geographic and economic 
diversity. A General Motors manufacturing 
plant in Spring Hill, Tennessee, is the coun-
ty’s largest employer, and much of the area’s 
industry is focused on advanced manufac-
turing, transportation and logistics.

With approximately 80,000 residents, 
Maury County is made up of three cit-
ies: Spring Hill, Columbia and Mount 
Pleasant. Each city has its own middle 
school and high school, and the district 
operates three small K–12 schools in the 
unincorporated areas. 

Contrast between the cities is striking. 
Columbia, the county seat, boasts a new 
$50-million, 1,370-student high school. 
Spring Hill, one of the fastest growing 

cities in the state, has just under 1,000 stu-
dents at its Maury County high school. By 
contrast, Mount Pleasant has seen its en-
rollment steadily drop over the past three 
decades and educates fewer than 400 stu-
dents in its high school, built in the 1960s.

Over a 10-week period in 2015, 
Marczak and board members met with 
community leaders, parents, students, 
teachers, civic organizations and other 
interest groups to develop the district’s 
"Seven Keys to College and Career Read-
iness," a comprehensive, seven-step 
program that focuses on providing all 
students with access to Advanced Place-
ment classes, dual enrollment and work-
based learning opportunities.

Marczak has been relentless in pro-
moting the district’s accomplishments to 
anyone who will listen. In late February 
2018, he held a lunch with local Realtors 
at Columbia Central, the district’s new 
high school. The luncheon was the first 
of its kind for the district, and adminis-
trators from each school were set up in 
an adjoining room to provide the 40-plus 
real estate agents with information.

“We are moving fast,” Marczak said. “But 
every time someone asks, ‘Are we moving 
too fast too soon? Are we doing too much?’, 
I remind them that, every 10 months, we’re 
going to lose 800 students to graduation. 
We don’t have the luxury of time.”

Marczak said the school district’s job is 
to “implement the strategies that further 
those seven keys because it’s incumbent 
on us to give the community what they 
asked for.” One thing he heard loud and 
clear was the need for more career and 
technical education (CTE) opportunities.

“A lot of industry is coming this way, 
and they need STEM-minded folks who 
can work their lines,” said Lori Brown, 
the district’s career and technical educa-
tion supervisor. “The biggest change for 
us is that we’re looking at the needs of 
our district and of the industry moving 
into the area; we need to make sure that 
we are building a strong workforce to 
meet those needs.”

In 2016–17, Maury County added 15 
new CTE programs, and now has 54 
teachers working in 16 career clusters. 
The district offers STEM programs, and 
all three high schools have mechatronics 
programs, which combines mechanical 
engineering and electronics. A large num-
ber of the county’s graduates also work in 
the surrounding counties, most of which 
are rural and don’t have the same level of 
CTE infrastructure, officials say.

“The board has been supportive, and 
industry has been supportive, and we’re 
doing everything we can to shake the trees 
out there,” Brown said.

Bringing New Life  
to Mount Pleasant
Something needed to be shaken up in 
Mount Pleasant, a once-thriving com-
munity that dubbed itself the "phosphate 
capital of the world." By the early 1990s, 
the phosphate was gone and the indus-
tries that were its economic engine left the 
town a shell of itself.

“The residents of Mount Pleasant just 
hung their heads,” said Donna Morency, 
executive director of the town’s Communi-
ty Development Corporation and a Maury 
County school board member. “They 
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weren’t proud of living in Mount Pleasant. 
Their kids weren’t proud of going to school 
here. If I heard it once, I heard it a zillion 
times, ‘It’s old Mount Pleasant, what do 
you expect?’”

Marczak knew he needed to make a 
statement, so he looked to Nashville’s 
Maplewood High School, where Jack-
son worked as an assistant principal 
in charge of the Academy of Energy & 
Power. Jackson had been an English 
teacher at the school before moving into 
administration, where he focused on 
STEAM initiatives, dual enrollment and 
project-based learning. 

“I brought him down here and asked him 
about starting a STEAM high school in 
Mount Pleasant, and before the conversa-
tion ended, he was asking why we couldn’t 
do something K–12,” Marczak said.

Jackson, a self-described showman, 
said he was making a bold move. But he 
also knew he had an opportunity to make 
a difference. 

“Kids are looking for something differ-
ent. They’re always looking for something 
different and experimental,” he said. 
“They want somebody and something 
they can relate to. That’s the reason my 
hair is long and I wear bracelets on my 
wrists, because the kids relate to that and 
they relate to me. Once they can relate, 
then they can learn.”

In September 2016, the district official-
ly launched its STEAM initiative. Eight 
months later, the district held a STEAM 
education summit featuring experiments, 
demonstrations by area industry experts 
and talks from NASA engineers. 

We are moving fast,” Marczak said. “But every time someone 
asks, ‘Are we moving too fast too soon? Are we doing too much?’, 
I remind them that, every 10 months, we’re going to lose 800 
students to graduation. We don’t have the luxury of time.
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Ryan Jackson stands in the classroom that will be renovated into Mount Pleasant High School’s mechatronics laboratory.

Armin L. Begtrup, director of K–12 
STEM programming and the mechatron-
ics instructor, said the program has qua-
drupled its growth.

“The first year was all about culture, 
changing the mindset of the people,” 
Begtrup said. “We’ve put a CTE teacher 
at the elementary and middle school in 
an effort to vertically align a lot of the 
programming, because we want to have a 
continuous strand that gives all students 
the skills and knowledge they need to 
achieve their goals.”

Since then, a new dual enrollment 
program was launched that allows stu-
dents to obtain an associate degree in 
mechatronics. In an aquaponics program, 
students are growing vegetables on the 
second floor of a redesigned classroom. 
Meanwhile, NASA selected Mount Pleas-
ant to participate in its High School 
Students United with NASA to Create 
Hardware (HUNCH) program. Over the 
next five years, students will design and 

build prototypes for tools to be used on 
the International Space Station.

STEAM Success
As Jackson and Morency strolled 
through the empty Mount Pleasant High 
School, Jackson pointed to murals the 
students have painted since he arrived 
and shows off the set pieces — including 
a cannon — that metal trades students 
are making for a grades seven through 12 
production of Les Miserables. He pointed 
to Mount Pleasant’s tagline, “Courage to 
Create,” and called it his “favorite hashtag.”

“I wanted them to have the courage to 
step out on a ledge, take a risk and put 
themselves out there,” Jackson said. “I 
don’t sell the steak; I sell the sizzle. I know 
how to seal a deal and sell a partnership, 
but what I really know how to do is inspire 
and connect with students. That’s my 
strong suit. Once I get the kids, then I get 
the parents and the community and prog-
ress comes from that.”

Morency says the hiring of Jackson, and 
the subsequent rollout of the STEAM ini-
tiative, was exactly the shot in the arm the 
community needed.

“You know you’ve made it when Dollar 
General makes T-shirts with ‘The Mount’ 
on them, because never before would 
anyone wear a shirt that said they were 
from Mount Pleasant,” Morency remarked. 
“But this is the heart of the community. 
The whole community has rallied around 
these schools and this STEAM initiative.”

Jackson and Morency walked into a 
classroom that will be renovated into the 
mechatronics lab, thanks to a $500,000 
grant from the Clark Legacy Foundation. 
The money came as a surprise; the founda-
tion was disbanding after its parent compa-
ny, Clarcor, was purchased by Parker-Han-
nifin and Pastrana urged Jackson to apply.

“I thought we could get $10,000,” Jack-
son said. “I didn’t expect the whole thing.”

Pastrana said the foundation’s board 
was impressed by the school’s inclusion of 
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the arts in its STEM curriculum “because 
of the opportunities it gives students to 
have a well-rounded education.” But after 
a visit to the school, they also were im-
pressed by its leadership.

“I had to give a presentation to the 
trustees, and one of them came to see 
what they are doing here,” Pastrana said. 
“The trustee said, Mr. Jackson is the type 
of person they make movies about, and I 

couldn’t agree more.”
With all of this acclaim and attention, 

Jackson already is receiving job offers to 
move elsewhere. But he says he’s not inter-
ested in leaving Mount Pleasant.

“People leave when they’re unhappy,” 
he said. “There is so much work to do 
here. I moved my family down here from 
Nashville and we’re right in the middle of 
it. Fortune favors the bold. We’ve taken 

this bold risk and now it’s paying off. I 
believe that we’re truly at the beginning 
of something amazing, and I want to see 
it through.”

Glenn Cook is a freelance writer and pho-
tographer whose work has been featured 
in numerous education magazines and 
publications. He lives in northern Virginia. 
Email him at glenncook117@gmail.com.

They want somebody and something they can relate to. 
Jackson said. That's the reason my hair is long and I wear 
bracelets on my wrists, because the kids relate to that and they 
relate to me. Once they can relate, then they can learn.
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