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Prologue
“Another thing the Church can do to make the principle of brotherhood a reality is to keep 
men’s minds and visions centered on God. Many of the problems America now confronts can 
be explained in terms of fear. One of the best ways to rid oneself of fear is to center one’s 
life in the will and purpose of God.”   

-Stride Toward Freedom, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Dr. King’s vision was for the freedom of all people—regardless of color—living with one another in peace and dig-
nity. He called this vision the Beloved Community. And achievement of this vision, he taught, was dependent upon 
God’s love working through community, a “universal involvement” of people united around this one objective. The 
Church of today, and of Memphis, maintains this timeless vision for redeemed and beloved communities of peace. 
We remember the apostle Paul, who shared a similar vision of people united regardless of race, status, or gender: 
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). And we agree with Dr. King’s instruction that these communities are best realized as we 
keep our minds and visions centered on God and our lives lived within His will and purpose.  

Since our beginning in 2009, Memphis Teacher Residency has attempted to learn and practice an intersection of 
the gospel of Jesus Christ with the deep need within public, urban education. And so, taking the biblical value of 
community as our guide, we aim to address that need in a way that both honors existing communities and develops 
new community among our residents, graduates, staff, and neighborhood partners. And ultimately, we understand, 
it is a connection to the gospel of God’s grace—keeping our “minds and visions centered on God” as Dr. King 
said—that supplies the spiritual power necessary to sustain this movement and to grow the Beloved Community 
we ultimately wish to see.

For the purposes of this initial Yearbook, we have attempted to focus our writings largely around the distinctives 
that inform our views of community both within our MTR family and among our great city’s most marginalized 
neighborhoods. In the articles that follow, we discuss why community is a valuable end-goal, from both a theologi-
cal and a practical perspective. We describe the type of community we strive to create within MTR, and the ways 
in which we foster it. We explain the role of the MTR professional community in training effective teachers. And, 
finally, we discuss our partnership with schools and organizations in our strategic neighborhoods. The broader 
picture we hope you take away is that a peaceful, restored community is both the ultimate goal of our work and 
a powerful means for bringing about that vision.

We count it our honor to be able to partner with and learn from all who desire to serve the common good 
through education, beginning with the education of the most marginalized. We hope you will read and consider the 
ideas contained within our Yearbook, and, of course, we welcome your thoughts and conversations.

Sincerely,

David Montague, MTR President
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by David Montague

INTRODUCTION
In 1819, Washington Irving wrote a short story titled “Rip Van Winkle.” In it, an idle farmer named Rip Van 
Winkle wanders across a group of odd men playing nine-pins and drinking moonshine. Rip joins in the fun, 
falls asleep, and awakens—at first unknowingly—20 years later. As he returns to his town, much has changed, 
including the sign above his favorite tavern that now features a picture of General George Washington in the 
spot that formerly held the image of King George III of England. And there is the most interesting point of 
the story: Rip had, in fact, not only slept 20 years, but had also slept through an entire revolution.  

Fifty years ago, Martin Luther King, Jr., would often use this illustration as an image of the many in our nation 
asleep in the middle of the civil rights revolution, unaware or unwilling to embrace it. Another revolution con-
tinues today in the realm of public, urban education. In the past 20 years we have seen an amazing change in 
the public education landscape with the creation of charter schools, alternative certification programs, school 
vouchers, Recovery and Achievement School Districts, state standards, the Common Core, and more. 

When it comes to public education, the white evangelical church has for years been on the wrong side of his-
tory—asleep for decades, if you will. I notice a sort of awakening, however, among Christians of all races and 
denominations who are returning to an essential of our faith: serving the common good, beginning with the 
most marginalized. People are realizing that working for excellent public education is a valid response to God’s 
call to “bring good news to the poor . . . proclaim release to the captives . . . [and] let the oppressed go free” 
(Luke 4:18-19). The time is now to respond to the gospel by ensuring that all children, made equally in God’s 
image, receive a quality education.

As we describe in this Yearbook, MTR engages in a gospel-centered response to the unfair differences in 
academic achievement between children in poverty and their wealthier peers. And our hope is that our work 
in education in Memphis will not only serve as our personal response to the gospel, but will also encourage the 
Church nationally. To that desire, I would like to propose an understanding of both the GOAL, or vision, and the 
MOTIVATION, or mission, for the Christian in education.  

I. THE GOAL OF THE CHRISTIAN IS THE BELOVED COMMUNITY.

“Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace, good will among people.” 
 -Luke 2:14

The vision for the Christian is to live in such a way as to promote peace, good will, dignity, and mutual 
respect among people of all backgrounds as a picture of the Kingdom that is to come (Revelation 21:1-4). 
Our cultural mandate (Genesis 1:27, 28) is to build God’s norms and image into our individual lives as well as 
our corporate and social worlds, led by His Spirit, as a means of serving all of humankind.1 The Christian leaders 
of the civil rights movement understood this as well.  Dr. King, in his speech “The American Dream,” asserted, 
“God is not interested merely in the freedom of black men and brown and yellow men. God is interested 
in the freedom of the whole human race and in the creation of a society where all men can live together as 
brothers, and every man will respect the dignity and the worth of human personality” (King, 1964). Dr. King’s 
term for this vision was the Beloved Community. Charles Marsh, in The Beloved Community, identifies that vi-
sion as a powerful connection between faith and the practice of justice in civil rights by saying, “the pursuit of 
the beloved community gave the civil rights movement its sustaining spiritual vision” (p. 2).

Education and the Beloved Community

1 For a definition and further explanation of the Christian cultural mandate, see another article in this yearbook: 
“Understanding and Embracing Neighborhoods” by Leslie Garrote. 
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So, in summary, our VISION is restored communities living with dignity and 
in peace. Our vision is more than seeing excellent teaching and learning happen in 
Memphis. It is more than witnessing an educated workforce arise in Memphis. Though 
we want those things and are working toward them, our vision is that an educated 
population and the resulting improved job and life prospects will fill people with Dig-
nity as they become positive contributors to their neighborhoods and city. And that 
this will allow people from every race and class to respect each other and live and 
interact with one another in Peace. And that by working to bring about this vision, 
the Christian teacher will connect the daily work of teaching to the grand and eternal 
purpose for his or her life, providing a necessary infusion of perseverance for the hard 
work of teaching.  

Today, however, this vision has not been realized, particularly within the realm of pub-
lic education. In Memphis (and in our nation’s largest urban centers) our education 
sector is incredibly segregated. This sad separation is readily apparent within Shelby 
County Schools. For schools inside the city limits, student enrollment is as follows: 
83% African-American, 9% Hispanic, 7% White, and 1% Other. Academic achieve-
ment continues to be unequal. Only four percent of graduates were deemed “college 
ready” according to 2012 ACT scores (Mayors’ Institute on Children and Families, 
2012). The average ACT score in our lowest performing communities in greater 
Memphis is between 14 and 15, while the highest performing public schools aver-
age between 23 and 24, and leading private schools average above 28. These clear 
divisions inhibit the formation of an equal society filled with restored communities. 
Therefore, MTR is justly concerned with the lasting impact segregation leaves behind.

II. THE MOTIVATION OF THE CHRISTIAN IS LOVE.  

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your 
neighbor as yourself.”  -Luke 10:27

The first motivation of the Christian is God’s love for us as demonstrated in creation 
and on the cross. The love of Christ empowers and enables the Church’s pursuit of 
a restored world and education system. Because unequal education is an inhibitor 
to peace, unity, and the Beloved Community, the Church must help bring equality of 
education to all children. 

The second motivation of the Christian is love for others, as demonstrated in the 
pursuit of justice. In our country today, there is a both a political and biblical man-
date for justice. Our political mandate draws upon the historical documents of our 
founding fathers that promise an American dream of freedom and justice for all 
in America. The American dilemma, then, is the gross inequality that exists within 
this national promise. The political dream today is for educational equality that leads 
to economic prosperity for both the individual and for the state. The Christian af-
firms and participates in this mandate for political justice as an expression of love for 
humankind. The Christian’s more full expression of love is demonstrated through the 

“Because unequal 
education is an 

inhibitor to peace, 
unity, and the Be-
loved Community, 
the Church must 

help bring equality 
of education to all 

children.”
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We put it like this: The VISION of MTR is to use our specific work within 
education, in partnership with other holistic organizations, to help restore com-
munities so that all individuals can become empowered contributors to our city 
and people of all races and classes can engage with one another in peace. 
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pursuit not just of political justice, but of biblical justice. This pursuit responds to the biblical call to continue the 
work of creation initiated by God by forming cultures and civic life built upon the values and norms of God. 
The problem for the Christian in education is not simply the gross inequality that exists, but the fact that this 
inequality denies the student at the lower-performing school justice by denying her the very things that God 
created people to receive and enjoy, among them dignity, freedom, and love.

We believe many high-potential leaders who otherwise would not consider teaching are attracted to ed-
ucation primarily because they now have a place to teach within a Christian context and community. 
While Christian values undergird our work, however, our teachers respect the laws of the land and do not use 
their professional roles to proselytize among students or faculty. We believe being the very best teachers we 
can possibly be for students is itself a valid response to the gospel.
 

“We believe many high-potential leaders who otherwise would not
consider teaching are attracted to education primarily because they 
now have a place to teach within a Christian context and community.” 

In essence, our MISSION is Christian love expressed in equal education. Equal and excellent quality 
in education is a mission of the Church today as (1) a display of the universal love of God for all people as 
demonstrated in creation and on the cross; (2) a response of obedience to God’s call for justice, beginning 
with the marginalized; and (3) a participation in the work of the new creation and of the coming Kingdom of 
God, the Beloved Community. Our great vision then, as stated before, is that through this coming equality 
in education, people achieve dignity as they become positive contributors to the community, and all races 
and classes engage with one another peacefully as our spiritual, social, and psychological wounds are healed. 

As if in warning, the story of “Rip Van Winkle” ends with the admission of the men of the town that when “life 
hangs heavy on their hands,” they, too, would wish for a quieting drink of Rip’s moonshine to make them fall fast 
asleep. May the Church today, in this heavy work of bringing quality education to all children, have no such wish. 

And so the MISSION of MTR is that as a response to the gospel mandate to love our neighbors as ourselves, 
MTR will partner to provide students in Memphis neighborhoods with the same, or better, quality of educa-
tion as is available to any student in Memphis by recruiting, training, and supporting effective teachers within 
a Christian context.  
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by Peter VanWylen

Memphis Teacher Residency seeks a day when the students in our partner neigh-
borhoods will have the same, or better, education as is available to any child, any-
where in Memphis. Tennessee is one of eight states that require all public and char-
ter high-school juniors to take the ACT college admissions examination, and this 
data gives us a window into the readiness of students for college and the workplace. 
Because college readiness is a central measure of the need for MTR’s efforts and the 
progress toward our goal, we look to ACT scores in Memphis as an indication of 
neighborhoods that may benefit from our partnership and as a measure of change 
in our partner neighborhoods over time.

To visualize this, we made a map of ACT scores in Memphis overlaid on median 
household income data for each census tract. The story this map tells is compelling 
and reminds us that education in our city is still separate and unequal. At some pub-
lic schools in Memphis, particularly those located where household income is higher, 
an average student scores well enough to get into hundreds of colleges across the 
country. Yet at many other schools even the most hardworking and committed 
students struggle to get a score that hits the national average.

This map shows that many Memphis schools have average composite ACT scores 
between 14 and 16, while the best public schools in our county average 24. For 
reference, the diagram at the bottom of the opposite page helps explain the range 
of ACT scores and anchor them to real-world averages and college-readiness stan-
dards. The average student in many Memphis high schools is closer to guessing on 
every question than to being college-ready.

In the interest of promoting awareness, encouraging conversation around educa-
tional inequality, and providing geographic perspective on the achievement gap, we 
have created a web-based national map of average ACT scores and SAT scores 
alongside median household income. Data for twelve states are presently available, 
and we will add more states as data is made available.

We call it the Gap Project:

Where are we now?
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CHECK OUT YOUR CITY  

at EdGap.org
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ACT SCORES AND HOUSEHOLD INCOME

ACT SCORES EXPLAINED: WHO IS COLLEGE READY?

Average ACT scores of juniors at each Memphis public and char ter high school are indicated by number and size 
of circle. Private school data is not available and not shown. Median household income for each census tract in 
Memphis is shown in the background as indicated by colors.
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by Dr. Robin Henderson

The education reform movement has revealed that effective teachers can 
positively influence student achievement; yet working in isolation, they cannot trans-
form schools or districts. At Memphis Teacher Residency, we believe that when a 
critical mass of effective educators works together as a team with students, stu-
dents’ families, and community partners, schools can be transformed in lasting, posi-
tive ways. 

From its inception, MTR has worked to establish a community of teachers 
who serve as supportive colleagues, thought partners, and friends for one an-
other. Teaching is hard work—demanding considerable time, energy, intellect, 
and heart. To be a successful teacher for the long term, it is essential to have 
positive relationships with other teachers—relationships that offer opportunities 
for collaboration, feedback and reflection, and mutual encouragement. To create 
teams of educators working together and supporting each other, MTR clusters 
residents and graduates in schools in specific partner neighborhoods and also in-
corporates collaborative assignments into graduate courses. Thus, we optimize 
our impact on student learning and simultaneously foster supportive, productive 
relationships among MTR residents, graduates, alumni, and mentors.

BEGINNING TOGETHER: LEARNING FROM TEACHERS, 
WORKING TOGETHER  
The foundation of the professional community of teachers at MTR is built into the 
residency model. Aspiring teachers spend the majority of their preparation year in 
the classrooms of effective veteran teachers who serve as their mentors. This ap-
prenticeship model means that all day long, four days each week, throughout the 
school year, MTR residents are in classrooms observing their mentors, co-planning 
with them, interacting with students, getting feedback from their mentors, and re-
flecting with the mentor as a thought partner. Daily communication and weekly 
classroom visits from the MTR staff coach (a former teacher) provide residents with 
an additional source of guidance, feedback, and ideas and help residents process 
what they are seeing and experiencing. Learning from the example of the mentor, 
receiving feedback from the mentor and the coach, and working in collaboration 
with the mentor and the coach establish the norms of observation, collaboration, 
and openness to feedback and reflection that characterize the MTR experience.
 
Coursework leading to a master’s degree in Urban Education complements the 
classroom apprenticeship, and instructors intentionally incorporate teamwork into 
many of the major assignments as another opportunity for residents to learn from 
each other and to encourage collaboration. Whether teams of residents are gather-
ing information that they then share with the larger group or designing instructional 
experiences, their assignments often prompt them to work with and learn from 
each other.  In addition, many residents take advantage of their proximity to each 
other in the same apartment complex by forming study groups for their master’s 
courses. The inherent collaboration of the residency year provides MTR residents 
with a model for how they can use the human capital in their school buildings. 
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GROWING TOGETHER: CO-PLANNING, REFLECTION, 
AND MUTUAL SUPPORT
Community extends beyond the residency year through a teacher placement strategy that clusters MTR gradu-
ates together in specific MTR partner neighborhoods and schools. This strategy promotes collaboration and 
co-planning among MTR graduates, residents, and mentors as well as with other teachers in the building. It also 
helps the teachers to become invested members within a school community and neighborhood, as they work 
alongside principals, colleagues, and families to promote positive culture not only in the school, but also within 
the neighborhood. This strategy creates a sense of community because graduates in the high school serve the 
same families as their MTR colleagues at the elementary school. In addition to the collaboration and community 
among teachers in a given feeder pattern, the personal relationships and the habit of collaboration that gradu-
ates form during their residency also lead many graduates to co-plan or share resources with MTR graduates 
at other schools as well.

Collaboration within Schools and Neighborhoods
This value of collaboration and co-planning extends across cohorts and often includes teachers who 
have not been trained by MTR. Over the last two years, the math department at Melrose High School 
has experienced the value of what is possible when teachers work together. Four MTR graduates along 
with veteran teachers have forged a professional learning community. Department meetings examine stu-
dent achievement across courses and years and explore such topics as how to improve mathematical think-
ing across the grades and how to coordinate their explanations of some concepts so that students more 
readily generalize or apply knowledge from one course to another. The teachers also challenge each 
other to teach mathematical concepts and not simply procedures. This vertical alignment allows teach-
ers to identify and close gaps in student knowledge and to introduce and engage with content that paves 
the way for deeper study in higher course levels. Teachers also share the work of instructional planning. 
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For example, one person develops lesson plans for geometry and shares them with 
everyone else who teaches the course. Teachers of the same subject also trouble-
shoot struggles in instructional delivery. When a teacher realizes students have not 
understood his explanation of new material, he will ask another teacher how he 
taught the same lesson and borrow the other teacher’s words during subsequent 
lessons. Collaboration extends to culture as well, with teachers meeting over the 
summer and communicating throughout the school year to share practices for 
classroom procedures, rewards and consequences, and classroom community. A 
professor of education visiting MTR and the Melrose team commented that the 
professional collaboration among beginning teachers there was like nothing he had 
seen before. The Melrose math department is pictured above, including this year 
two MTR residents.

The Kingsbury schools offer another example of collaboration, with vertical teams 
of the same subject area encompassing teachers at both the middle school and 
high school, and with grade-level teams working together on culture. The col-
laboration between two eighth grade English teachers offers a snapshot of how 
teachers working together can complement each other’s strengths, alleviate some 
of the planning load they face, and serve as thought partners for analysis of student 
learning. After completing their residencies at different high schools in the district, 
when the two teachers were hired to teach the same grade at Kingsbury Middle 
School, it was natural for them to tackle the work of their first year teaching to-
gether. During that year, they debriefed each day about successes and failures and 
strategized about the coming days. They also co-planned their first novel unit of 
the year and sat down together to analyze student data after major assessments. 
The following summer, they worked together to create a long-term plan for the 
next year. While one teacher’s strength lies in her creativity and ability to see the 
big picture, the other teacher’s strength is in the details of daily lesson planning and 
execution. They both have gained from the other’s strengths and have felt con-
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fident—like “real English teachers,” as they put it—and their student achievement data reflect their positive 
impact. It is noteworthy that MTR teachers seem to feel free from the competition among teachers that can 
result from the intense scrutiny and evaluation characterizing the profession today and instead are eager to 
work together and to share responsibility for results.

Next door at Kingsbury High School, faculty in the Ninth Grade Girls Academy work together to create 
consistency for students and alignment among teachers about community and expectations for the students 
they teach.  All classes in the Girls Academy have shared “Class Pillars” that name the values (like integrity and 
respect) that underlie their work together, and teachers also share many routines and procedures. 

Collaboration within Content Areas
In addition to collaboration within neighborhoods, MTR graduates collaborate with peers across the city 
as well, sharing resources and ideas with teachers who teach the same course or grade level at another school.  
These opportunities strengthen their classroom practice and create efficiencies, while also keeping teachers 
connected and enabling them to avoid the feelings of isolation that many teachers experience. Often, this looks 
like an email to teachers of a given subject area or grade sharing information about an upcoming professional 
development opportunity or teacher blog, or a request for ideas or materials for teaching a particular novel. 
Some teachers have formed more ongoing partnerships. For example, three Algebra 2 teachers from two 
different neighborhoods regularly co-plan and share resources. Two teachers of ninth grade English do so as 
well—much to the surprise of a student who transferred from one school to another and discovered on her 
first day at the new school that she was on the same chapter in The Odyssey as her new classmates. Professional 
collaborations like these often grow out of and reinforce friendships, as in the case of the three math teachers 
who took a road trip together to go to Twitter Math Camp in Oklahoma.
 
Forums and Platforms to Support Professional Community
After their residency year, most MTR graduates begin establishing themselves in a Memphis neighborhood.  
Many choose to live with other members of their cohort post residency, often gravitating near the schools 
where they teach. Even so, we realized the need to facilitate continued community building within and between 
the cohorts after residents had graduated.  One respondent to the MTR Census1 called this MTR’s “community 
model” of “living, learning, and teaching alongside a cohort of other like-minded individuals.” Monthly graduate 
work days were initiated with our second cohort, based on feedback from our first cohort who often expressed 
that they missed the support and company of their cohort after graduation. We realized that the community 
established during the residency year was vital to our teachers both professionally and personally, and we 
committed to actively sustaining it.  Years later, graduate work days serve as a time and place where first-year 
graduates can reconnect with other members of their cohort as well as continue to grow professionally. Email 
lists for each subject area, grade, and cohort facilitate communication among MTR residents and graduates, and 
ad hoc gatherings reflect specific professional needs and interests and continue the tradition of collaboration.

1The MTR Census is a survey of all MTR residents, graduates, and alumni with both multiple choice and free response ques-
tions, called the census because we seek and get very close to 100% participation.  Pertinent results of the census are shared 
throughout this yearbook.
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TEACHER LEADERSHIP
MTR actively works to keep graduates involved in community throughout the post-
residency years. MTR graduates and alumni serve as selectors during our Selection 
Weekends. They have a voice in who follows them into this work. Graduates are 
engaged as teaching assistants in the graduate courses and as seminar presenters 
for other graduates and residents. Many even serve as mentors to new residents, 
and several have joined MTR’s staff. 

In response to the MTR Census question “What do you think you’ll do after your 
MTR commitment? Will you stay in Memphis?” one graduate responded, “I defi-
nitely plan to stay in Memphis for at least a couple more years if not more than 
that. I enjoy my school, the community I have built here, and the work that is 
being done to reform education. Until I feel that God has something else for me, 
I plan to remain in Memphis. I don’t see a career change in my future though.” 
Another teacher shared that the professional community attracted him to MTR 
and was indeed important to sustaining momentum during the residency year: 
“I could not make it through my difficult days if it weren’t for my roommate, friends, 
coach, mentor, etc.” It is our hope that the community established during the 
residency year serves as a foundation for camaraderie, collaboration, and long-
term commitment that will lead to increased teacher retention and effectiveness 
throughout the neighborhoods where we work.

14



15

M
T

R
 R

e
s

id
e

n
t

 H
ig

h
l

ig
h

t
 - M

a
t

t
 C

o
w

a
n

Matt’s Path to the Classroom
After I graduated from the University of Memphis, I talked to my pastor about teaching. She had been 
a teacher and told me about MTR. I fell in love with the vision. I identified with many of MTR’s values—
grounded in Christ, grounded in equality, grounded in leveling the playing field for everybody regardless of 
socioeconomic circumstances. I remember thinking, what better way can you do that than by becoming a 
teacher? You go into the places of greatest need, and you love the kids unconditionally. 

Growing in Faith
By going to MTR, I could learn to be a teacher and also grow in my faith—by being surrounded by other 
believers and seeing how they worship and study.

The residency year has been really faith-challenging. Sometimes when you are working hard, it can go totally 
wrong. Maybe you spent three hours planning a lesson, and it bombs. Or you tried your best to love a kid, 
and he resented it. You are trying and trying and it seems like you are failing. However, you eventually see 
progress. You begin to experience success. I realize that in those sufferings, my faith has been made stronger. 
That is something I’ve learned here: the practice of being faithful, of doing what I’m supposed to do so that 
God can do what he will do.

Collaboration & Community 
The MTR basement [where the resident workroom is located] is a wonderful place. I am there a lot, and 
other residents are there too. It is helpful to be able to teach your lesson to other residents or talk it out with 
them. You can shoot an email to the community of MTR teachers asking a question and get a response from 
somebody who has a great idea or resource. I can serve my kids better through that collaboration. 

The best thing is going through this year with a cohort of residents grounded in Christ. You have people 
with you, in the trenches, in the struggle, who are going through similar challenges. They can show empathy, 
understand that struggle, speak life into you, affirm you, and provide the feedback you need to get better.

Matt Cowan
Sixth Grade, Aspire Hanley Elementary
Hometown: Memphis
Education: Central High, University of Memphis

“

”



16

by David Montague

THE MOVEMENT
Soon after its inception, Memphis Teacher Residency recognized the importance 
of “movement” in the work of public, urban education in Memphis. Memphis pub-
lic schools include a teacher population of more than 7,000, a student population 
of more than 100,000, a district-wide ACT average of 16, and an average of 4% 
of graduates deemed “college ready” (Mayors’ Institute on Children and Families, 
2012). In this context, MTR understood that the separate, isolated efforts of new 
teachers scattered across the district would have little measurable or systemic im-
pact.  Social movements are collective. They rely on people coming together to 
effect a positive change within an unjust social norm. A movement was needed, and 
the story of the Church provided a framework for movement building.   

And God is, as He leads the Church, revealing a story that speaks to the role of 
community in movements for good. In summary, the triune God graciously de-
scended to a cross in order to call a diverse set of persons into a single family; 
He instilled within them a clear vision and mission that surpasses self-interest; and 
He equipped them through His power and through the encouragement of each 
other to act justly toward their neighbors, love mercy, and walk humbly with their 
God.1 Upon His resurrection and ascension, He left to this family His Spirit, His 
Word, and purposeful reminders for the sustainability of His movement. And one 
day, we are told, there is coming a place—Heaven—where His family will live to-
gether in peace and joy, with Him, forever. This story deeply informs our strategy 
of building a movement of equal education for all children in Memphis. We pursue 
community not only for the sake of internal community but also for another larger 
goal of impact (mission and vision accomplishment). Therefore, we think of commu-
nity as valuable to the individual and also valuable to the mission of the organization. 
Community does something critical: It helps build and sustain a movement. Chris-
tian community is the spiritual and very real power behind the movement. And 
by movement, I primarily mean the building up of a large positive MTR culture to 
influence the weighty failure plaguing many Memphis schools. We believe the story 
of God has a powerful narrative to guide both the creation and building of com-
munity for the purpose of mission; community is the stuff of movements. At MTR, 
four elements guide the creation of community: cultivating trust; vision and mission 
alignment; purposeful traditions; and a sense of place. 

The Role of Community 
in Building a Movement
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 1See Micah 6:8

“Community does 
something critical: 

It helps build 
and sustain a 

movement.”
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1. Cultivating Trust
For a community to thrive and for people to connect and collaborate, a deep sense of trust must exist within 
the group.  We cultivate trust by operating from a grace-based perspective, speaking words of affirmation, 
and engendering a sense of ownership, not criticism. 
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Grace-Based: We define and cultivate an MTR 
grace-based environment by observing the follow-
ing ideals: 

• We see the best in others (and in ourselves)  
 consistently. 
• We are free to graciously disagree and 
 graciously receive disagreement. 
• We use the least amount of force necessary  
 to accomplish godly means. 
• We bring our personal and organizational  
 resources to bear for the benefit of others. 
• We share and give glory, attention, and 
 credit to others at every opportunity.  

This grace-based mindset is an essential part of the 
culture within MTR. It is our goal to regularly apply 
this grace-based perspective to all—one another, 
students, and school colleagues.  

Words of Affirmation: We know the enormous 
power of spoken words and seek to harness it for 
positive use. We use words of affirmation in the 
following ways:

Good Things is a regular Friday event during which 
our residents have an opportunity to share a good 
thing happening in their lives; likewise, it is an op-
portunity for other residents both to learn more 
about those sharing and to affirm them with cheers 
and snaps. 

Shout Outs occur every Friday and allow residents 
to share with the entire group something helpful, 
kind, or positive done by another resident, always 
followed by a raucous cheer. 
 
Resident Awards document the unique natures of 
our teachers. At a closing event each year, residents 
are secretly paired and charged to design an award 
to be presented publicly to another resident.
 

Circle of Traits gives residents an opportunity to 
affirm one another in an unusual way. Each win-
ter, our annual retreat to New Orleans includes 
an evening event in which character traits are read 
aloud and residents take turns anonymously identi-
fying their peers who embody each trait.

While these four examples document our com-
mitment to words of affirmation, this is not an 
exhaustive list. Residents and staff routinely write 
hand-written notes or short emails filled with com-
pliments and kind thoughts.

Owners, Not Critics: We work incredibly hard 
at building a culture in which staff and residents are 
owners, not critics, of our problems. We do this 
through a culture of transparency where we, as an 
organization, are open about our weaknesses and 
invite staff and teachers to contribute to our posi-
tion of continuous improvement. 

Error Acknowledgement Culture: MTR works 
to create a culture in which staff and teachers are 
free to admit their shortcomings. Rather than 
disguising our weaknesses, we willingly share our 
struggles and celebrate our growth together. 

Exit Tickets: Professors of MTR coursework rou-
tinely collect data from students about a variety of 
topics with the goal of serving our teachers better. 

Surveys: Similarly, MTR regularly deploys surveys 
as instruments to gather information. These might 
be about specific events or about broad themes. 
Regardless, MTR works to foster a sense of ac-
countability among staff, graduates, and residents.

Four Corners: This year-end activity has residents 
identify, collect, and then vote on our areas of 
greatest need for improvement, all while cultivat-
ing a culture of owners who work together, as one 
team, to build a better organization.  
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2. Vision and Mission Alignment
“The goal of MTR is not just to make you a great teacher” is something we 
often say to our residents. In our society’s individualistic culture there is a nat-
ural inclination to look at life and work from a “me-centered” perspective, 
which, of course, is a great inhibitor to community and movement building. 
Also, within any reform agenda, there is inherent pressure to become a savior, 
someone in whom all solutions exist. At MTR, we recognize that while we are par-
ticipants in God’s work and we want to be as effective in that work as possible, we 
ourselves are not the answer to the issues we seek to address. It is God who brings 
order out of disorder. The best each of us can do is to play the role God has given 
us in His movement. We find rest and comfort in knowing that it is ultimately God’s 
role—not ours —to bring order and learning in even the most challenged schools.

Memphis Teacher Residency has extremely clear mission and vision statements. 
In summary, our mission is to express Christian love through equal education; 
our vision is that this work would help create restored communities living with 
dignity and in peace. These statements serve several purposes.  First, they clearly 
communicate to the public and to aspiring residents exactly who we are, thereby 
initiating community-building through the process of self-selection of applicants.  
Second, they serve to align and focus our decision-making process.  Our strate-
gies are driven by our mission.  And third, they focus our teachers and align them 
to a common goal. Our vision is the Beloved Community and our mission is equal 
education.  And all who come are invited, even expected, to run shoulder to 
shoulder toward this common goal. The following activities are a few examples of 
how we promote this alignment:

Selection Weekend is a semi-annual event for resident applicants including a dedi-
cated address explaining our vision and mission in detail. This experience is offered 
before applicants commit to MTR.
  
Personal Meetings occur each summer between small groups of residents and me. 
The primary purpose of these meetings is for me to personally remind the residents 
of our goal and to invite them again to this mission, and to communicate the impor-
tance of their participation in this same mission. Memorization of our mission and 
vision is required for all residents and staff. We revisit the mission and vision and the 
“why” behind them throughout the year.

We have found that MTR staff and teachers desire and know that for life to go well 
a person must live for something that far surpasses self-interest. God’s norm is that 
life goes better when we live not for ourselves, but for others. And doing this with 
other like-minded people strengthens a community.
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“God’s norm is that 
life goes better 

when we live not 
for ourselves, 

but for others.”
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3. Purposeful Traditions
Noël Piper, in her wonderful book Treasuring God in Our Traditions, defines traditions as “planned habits or events 
filled with purpose and significance” that imply a story and work toward the continuation of that story (p. 26). 
At MTR, our story is the pursuit of a Beloved Community through equal education for all children. And so we 
create and promote MTR-specific traditions as a means of communicating, reinforcing, and drawing staff and 
teachers, again and again, into this same story. Below are some of my favorites:
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Community Move-In: Each May, our graduating 
residents volunteer to meet the incoming class of 
new residents as they arrive and help move them 
into their new apartments. This gesture—the very 
first impression they have as new residents—com-
municates our culture of community, servanthood, 
humility, and a willingness to lay aside personal de-
sires for the good of others. 
 
Life Map: Orientation Week is filled with each 
new resident presenting a five-minute life story in 
which they offer a snapshot of the most significant 
aspects of their life. This provides residents an ave-
nue to get to know one another deeply and quickly. 
 
Fall Ball: This event is our annual costume bowling 
tournament on the weekend prior to Halloween. 
It is humbling to wear a silly costume and bowl, 
something many of us have not done in years. This 
shared experience keeps us from taking ourselves 
too seriously and builds closeness through laughter 
and competition.
 
MTR Runs for St. Jude: Participation in this an-
nual race promotes a balanced and healthy lifestyle 
and builds community as residents often train to-
gether for a 5K, half-marathon, or marathon.  Each 
year, the fastest MTR residents in each event, male 

and female, are honored with a poster prominently 
hung in our offices. 
 
Resident Retreat: This time in New Orleans is 
a wonderful chance to rest and reflect. Highlights 
include an annual elementary teachers vs. second-
ary teachers kickball game, dinner and dancing, and 
collective affirmation time.

March Madness NCAA Bracket Tournament: 
When the NCAA basketball tournament kicks into 
high gear, MTR joins in by having an internal bracket 
competition. 

Victory Party: This year-end celebration wel-
comes residents into the ranks of fellow MTR 
graduates. This event, which includes a graduate 
blessing, is a moment of significance and purpose 
as we add ceremony and weight to the position of 
MTR graduates and the mission ahead of them. In 
addition, the event closes with a presentation of a 
symbolic gift (ties for the men; rings for the ladies) 
to be worn regularly as a tangible representation of 
our vision and mission.

In all these traditions, each filled with its own individual purpose, there is always one larger point: All these com-
mon, repeated celebrations that we at times anticipate or remember remind us that we are a part of a larger 
family, connected to others that have either gone before us or will come behind us.  Shared and repeated tradi-
tions are purposeful reminders that continue to draw us into the larger MTR family. 

I also consistently share photos documenting these moments. The costumes, the games, the food, 
the celebrations, and the laughter are essential parts of our traditions, so a photograph is attached to every 
email I send to residency classes. As I send each email, I like to imagine 50 different people in 50 different 
places seeing that photo at the same time and responding with a laugh or smile—a common reaction to a 
common experience.
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4. A Sense of Place
We believe God has made a home where one day His family will share a place 
of rest, a home to enjoy forever. Until that day, we make earth our home.  
We choose a place and settle in for the long haul where we learn to live contented 
lives, serving our city and its citizens. To create a sense of identity with place and 
people, MTR works diligently to promote a sense of ownership of our city and com-
mitment to one another among our residents. Below are several examples of events 
or practices that create a sense of place:

Georgian Woods: Our residents share their first-year experiences by living togeth-
er at the same apartment complex. Being surrounded by people experiencing the 
same joy, failure, and growth solidifies a strong bond to each other and to Memphis.

Master in Urban Education: The graduate coursework is offered within a cohort 
model in which only MTR residents are allowed to participate. This allows for im-
mediate immersion into a community where social and academic life also contribute 
to a spirit of community and belonging to one another.

Summer Tours: Our summers are filled with Memphis tours and experiences 
among some of our city’s greatest assets. For example, MTR residents are introduced 
to the history and place of some or all of these “Best of Memphis” spots: the FedEx 
World Hub; Stax and Sun Recording Studios; Graceland; St. Jude Children’s Research 
Hospital; and AutoZone Park, home of the Memphis Redbirds. 

DOES IT MATTER?
Our model is built largely on the importance of the role of community in teacher 
preparation.  But does it matter? Several insights from the MTR Census2 are valuable 
in determining the role of community. First, we find that “community” was the third 
most mentioned attraction to MTR, referenced by 29% of respondents, behind only 
“personal faith / Christian nature of MTR” (55%) and “the residency model” (30%).  
A common response was “I was attracted to MTR’s commitment to community and 
the holistic understanding of education rooted in the Christian tradition.” 

And regarding the role of community in teacher retention, we found that the com-
munity within schools [defined as either “great colleagues that I work with” (56%) 
or “significant presence of MTR teachers in same school or feeder pattern” (46%)] 
was the primary factor that positively impacted a teacher’s desire to stay at his or her 
current school.  “School Culture that fits me” was the other impactful factor listed 
within the top three (48%). 

Community works as it significantly contributes to building the critical mass of a social 
movement. What we have found is that community is essential to recruiting future 
teachers as it is very attractive to potential residents. And it is essential to retention 
as it strongly informs a teacher’s desire to continue at a current school.  Community 
both attracts and keeps high-performing teachers. And therefore it matters—greatly.
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 2The MTR Census is a survey of all MTR residents, graduates, and alumni with both multiple choice and free response questions, 
called the census because we seek and get very close to 100% participation.  Pertinent results of the census are shared throughout 
this yearbook.

“Community both 
attracts and keeps 

high-performing 
teachers. 

And therefore it 
matters greatly.”
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The MTR Census is a multiple-choice and free-response survey of all MTR residents, graduates, and alumni. It 
is called the census because we seek and get very close to 100% participation. Teachers' perspectives on their 
own attraction to MTR are shared here, and results relating to MTR community are shared on p. 35.

WHY PEOPLE CHOOSE MTR

Q. WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR 
 INITIAL ATTRACTION TO MTR?

I was attracted by the missions of MTR
and decided to teach as a result

I wanted to be a teacher even before
learning about MTR73%

27%

Q. TO WHAT EXTENT WAS EACH OF THE FOLLOWING 
 ATTRACTIVE TO YOU WHEN DECIDING TO JOIN MTR?

The financial considerations1

The Christian motivation of MTR

Being in Memphis

A job closely related to the need for social justice

Neighborhood focus in teacher placement

Residency (apprenticeship) model and coaching

2014 MTR Census

94%

87%

85%

80%

51%

41%

Percent of Respondents saying “Very Attractive”

1Including free masters program, stipend and housing.
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R FREE RESPONSE: IN ONE OR TWO SENTENCES, 
WHAT ATTRACTED YOU TO MTR?

Faith: Personal Calling and/or Christian Nature of MTR

Program Design: Residency Training

Community

Mission/Vision of MTR

Desire to Work in Urban Education

Desire to Become a Teacher

Opportunity for a Free Masters

Memphis

Organizational Culture: The Character of 
the Current Participants and/or Staff

Education as a Social Justice Issue

55%

30%

29%

25%

23%

16%

12%

12%

9%

9%

Please note that many responses mentioned more than one theme, so percentages do indeed add up to more than 100%

Themes Mentioned Percent of 
Respondents

A FEW RESPONSES: 
“I was attracted to the 
mission and to the kind of 
support that was offered. 
I had never spent much 
time in urban education, 
so I loved the idea of a 
mentor for a year before 
being on my own. I also 
loved Memphis.”

“It aligned with exactly what I 
wanted to do: teach in an urban 
setting, but it provided the sup-
port that I knew I would need.”

“I liked the idea of an orga-
nization that worked in more 
than one facet of the city (by 
partnering with other min-
istries). I also liked the idea 
of more training on the front 
end, so that the time you do 
spend in the classroom is 
more effective.”
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WHY PEOPLE STAY IN TEACHING

Leadership and Support from Administration

School Culture

Establishing Work/Life Balance

Sustainable Workload

Co-Workers/Community

Feeling Success: Making a Difference

40%

21%

18%

17%

16%

16%

Please note that many responses mentioned more than one theme, so percentages do indeed add up to more than 100%

Q. IN A FEW WORDS, WHAT ARE THE TWO MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS 
 AFFECTING THE JOB SATISFACTION OF SUCCESSFUL TEACHERS?

“The overall culture of a 
school has a lasting im-
pact on the teachers and 
students. When a positive, 
structured, nurturing cul-
ture is established, teachers 
are freed to teach and grow 
in their practice.”

“Feeling supported and appre-
ciated either by colleagues, stu-
dents, or admin—preferably 
all three.”

“Seeing actual student 
achievement and man-
ageability of workload. 
If a teacher can be ef-
fective and still have a 
balanced life, the job is 
very satisfying.”

“Feeling a part of a move-
ment greater than yourself 
and catching on to the vision 
of the school and owning it.”

A FEW RESPONSES: 

Themes Mentioned Percent of 
Respondents

Making some 
progress but I 
would like to 

see more 
43%

Making 
significant, 

encouraging 
progress 

33%

Not making 
much progress 

20%

Unsure 
4%

Making some 
progress but I 
would like to 

see more 
53%

Making 
significant, 

encouraging 
progress 

37%

Not making 
much progress 

6%

Unsure 
4%

To what extent do you believe that your 
school is improving in academic effectiveness?

To what extent do you believe that your 
school is improving in achieving a positive 
school culture?
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Amanda’s Path to the Classroom
After studying journalism and strategic communications in college, I knew that I want-
ed my job to be more than just advertising. I wanted to make an impact in a positive 
way—at a community or a global level—but I never found the type of work I desired 
in advertising.  A friend who had worked at Service Over Self, a home repair ministry 
in Memphis, told me about a new program, the Memphis Teacher Residency.  MTR 
was training teachers for urban schools within a Christian context. I was interested 
because I had taught dance during college, and I thought I would be a great teacher. 
And the social justice aspect really lured me in.

The Residency
The first thing I realized when coming to MTR was that teaching dance to preschool-
ers is very different from teaching third graders in an urban context. The second 
thing I noticed was the strength of the MTR community.

The residency was a lot of hard work. It would not have been possible for me to sus-
tain that workload and my passion for teaching in a silo. My roommate Mollie Morris 
was a huge positive influence on me. To live with someone who was also teaching 
was incredibly useful, and to work in the same school with other MTR teachers 
was helpful beyond measure. The Christian focus kept me centered and grounded 
through the year. Even to this day, those aspects sustain me in MTR. Professionally, 
MTR prepared me for a job in urban education. I felt equipped with the techniques I 
learned through my graduate coursework and supported by the coaching I received. 
Through the continued support MTR provides, I feel sustained in my profession as 
a teacher.

Amanda 
Montgomery
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Third Grade, Aspire Hanley Elementary
Home state: Nebraska
College: University of Missouri

“
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Collaboration & Community
Several years later, I am now an MTR mentor. I collaborate daily with my MTR resident: We co-plan together; 
we observe each other; we offer each other feedback. Collaboration is a core value of Aspire Hanley, and I have 
been able to practice that by co-planning with our third-grade team, which includes two MTR graduates and 
two MTR residents. We also frequently observe each other at Hanley, and I have learned many instructional 
strategies from the teachers I have seen in my observations.

Community within MTR is strong. We encourage and support one another professionally, spiritually, person-
ally, and mentally. This encouragement doesn’t even have to be about teaching—it can be small things like 
stopping by someone’s room in the morning and talking, or sending group text messages with Bible verses. 
These small acts bolster my spirit.

“My Heart Is in Orange Mound”
My residency year was at Hanley Elementary, and my graduate years have been, too. I feel very strongly con-
nected to the third graders in Orange Mound at Hanley Elementary. When the Achievement School District 
took responsibility for Hanley, I knew I needed to stay for my kids. I wanted the scholars to have a familiar face 
when they returned in the fall and know that teachers care about them amidst the leadership shift. 

I do not live in Orange Mound, but my heart is there. I spend 50 to 60 hours per week teaching, building future 
leaders of the community.

What keeps me in Memphis is the strong community of young professionals who are committed to social jus-
tice. While we work in many different facets of society, we are focused on achieving the same end. This is what I 
desire for my life right now, and being surrounded by people who have the same desire has pushed me beyond 
what I thought was possible.
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by Leslie Garrote 

The scope of Memphis Teacher Residency’s vision goes far beyond individual stu-
dent test scores, thriving classrooms, or even successful schools; rather, our vision 
encompasses the people and the city of Memphis.  While we recognize that our 
specific contribution to advancing this vision is inside classrooms and schools, MTR 
realizes that we are not just training teachers, but also citizens and neighbors. There-
fore, it is essential for those of us who design coursework for MTR to infuse our 
residency program with instruction and practices that promote context-specific 
cultural maturity among our teachers. In this article, I will address the theological 
principles behind the value we place on cultural maturity, specifically Imago Dei and 
the cultural mandate; explain what we mean by “cultural maturity”; and describe 
our practices for fostering cultural maturity among MTR residents and graduates.

THEOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS:  
IMAGO DEI AND THE CULTURAL MANDATE
The vision and mission of MTR are based on several core Christian theological 
principles that also inform our understanding of cultural maturity. The Christian 
principle Imago Dei informs our understanding of humankind. The Bible teaches that 
humans are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27), a belief that has extensive 
implications. A widely recognized implication is that as image-bearers, humans have 
special status in the created order and are equal to one another in value. This belief 
informed Thomas Jefferson’s famous assertion in the Declaration of Independence 
that “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with cer-
tain unalienable Rights . . . ” An additional implication that is often overlooked is 
that as those made in the image of God, we are multi-faceted beings who are at 
once creative, active, purposeful, social, rational, moral, free, responsible, and faithful 
(Graham, 2003). 
 
This understanding of human design informs MTR’s asset-based view of students, 
schools, and neighborhoods: God has seeded us, our students, our co-workers, 
and our neighbors with great potential to create, make decisions, and use our 
God-given agency to influence, and indeed develop, the world around us. Each 
student is innately valuable, deserving love and respect and equipped with tre-
mendous potential: students’ identity and worth are not defined by their test 
scores or their compliance with teacher instructions.

A teacher who views her students through an asset-based lens will be more likely 
to trust students and give them responsibility for classroom tasks and allow them to 
exercise an appropriate degree of independence. Because a teacher with an asset-
based view of students will recognize their God-given capacity for creativity, she will 
offer opportunities for them to create as they acquire and grapple with essential 
new knowledge.

Understanding and 
Embracing Neighborhoods
CULTURAL MATURITY AT MTR

“In addition to 
providing a high 

view of human de-
sign, the Bible also 
provides a high view 

of human work.” 
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Teachers who approach their school with an asset-based mindset will look for good things that are already 
happening at that school and will desire to join in on those good practices. This may be as simple as regularly 
attending football games and joining the booster club. Similarly, an asset-based view of neighborhoods will 
inspire teachers to seek out the wisdom and knowledge of community leaders as they design their curriculum 
and support their students. The insight of these community leaders can provide accountability for beginning 
teachers who desire to make their curriculum culturally relevant for their students. A teacher who sees her 
students, their families, and her colleagues through an asset-based lens is well-equipped to engage in the work 
of education in partnership with others. 

In addition to providing a high view of human design, the Bible also provides a high view of human work. Soon 
after creating humans, God instructed them: “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. 
Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” 
(Gen. 1:28 NIV) Christian theologians have called this instruction the cultural mandate and it informs MTR’s 
understanding of the purpose of human existence in the world.  Most notably, this principle informs Christians 
that our work on earth has eternal significance; humans are culture-builders, and the systems that we create 
and perpetuate matter. In Every Good Endeavor, Timothy Keller explains the connection between human work 
and God’s master plan for his world: “Work is a major instrument of God’s providence; it is how he sustains 
the human world” (p. 184). As our mission states, we see our work in education as a “response to the gospel 
mandate to love our neighbors as ourselves.” Restoring historically neglected schools and teachers’ striving for 
excellence in their practice matters, not just for the value of earthly justice but also because God is using our 
work to bring about a new kingdom on earth. In working towards the seemingly impossible task of creating 
a culture of flourishing and peace in Memphis urban schools, our teachers are living by the same “madness” 
of Biblical heroes such as Abraham, Sarah, and Moses. In Reconciling All Things, Chris Rice and Emmanuel Ka-
tongole call this hope-filled work “madness” because “instead of predicting a future based on the present 
(the rational thing to do), these individuals reshaped the present according to a vision of the future” given by 
God himself (p. 65).
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Even as the cultural mandate prompts us to see our work in education as significant, 
it also helps us frame our understanding of the larger context of the schools where 
our teachers work, reminding us that education is but one of many systems that 
impact students, their families, and their communities. MTR therefore intentionally 
links arms with partners engaged in health care, economic development, housing, 
criminal justice, and other systems. This is necessary if we are serious about work-
ing towards thriving neighborhoods in our city. A Biblically-informed view of work 
and society demands that we labor intentionally in partnership with our neighbors 
as we work to reconcile broken systems in our city. This perspective is reflected in 
our vision: “to use our specific work in education, in partnership with other holistic 
organizations, to help restore communities so that all individuals can become em-
powered contributors and people of all races and classes can live together in peace.” 
In this approach to our city, we bear in mind our work in training excellent teachers 
for neighborhood schools is but one aspect of the comprehensive work necessary 
for restoring communities to peace and health. 

CULTURAL MATURITY
The beliefs that all persons are created in the image of God and that human work 
has eternal significance shape how MTR prepares and develops teachers. MTR sys-
tematically fosters the growth of our residents and graduates in three overarching 
areas: cultural maturity, instructional maturity, and character maturity. We define 
cultural maturity as the ability for teachers to see and understand themselves, their 
students, their schools, and Memphis in a cultural context. 

Our view of cultural maturity is largely influenced by David Livermore’s excel-
lent text Cultural Intelligence: Improving Your CQ to Engage Our Multicultural World. 
Livermore offers a view of cultural intelligence defined as “the ability to effectively 
reach across the chasm of cultural difference in ways that are loving and respect-
ful” (p. 13). The philosophy and practices of the Christian Community Develop-
ment movement and its founder John Perkins also guide our work, particularly in 
an asset-based view of under-resourced communities and an emphasis on holistic 
transformation of these communities not driven by outsiders but led by commu-
nity residents themselves.
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“We define cul-
tural maturity 
as the ability for 

teachers to see 
and understand 
themselves, their 
students, their 

schools, and Mem-
phis in a cultural 

context.”
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MTR expects culturally mature teachers to understand the structures, issues, and trends in American cities—in 
particular Memphis and the neighborhoods where they teach—and to understand how these factors influence 
the lives of their students, families, and communities. We expect teachers to draw on this respectful under-
standing to support their students’ academic achievement and personal growth. Culturally mature teachers are 
also aware of how their own personal histories and identities influence their relationships with others. In sum, 
culturally mature teachers recognize that their students and they themselves are influenced by their cultural con-
texts, and they account for these influences as they reach out to their students with love, respect, and purpose.  

BUILDING CULTURAL MATURITY
Growing in cultural maturity is a never-ending process for urban educators, but it is jump-started at MTR 
by the first graduate course in MTR’s Master of Urban Education (MUEd) program, Cultural Foundations. 
The Cultural Foundations course is unique within the MUEd program in examining factors outside the class-
room walls that affect student learning. Two essential questions guide students and instructors through this 
course: What spiritual, social, and cultural dynamics are at play when you walk into a Memphis urban school in August? 
and What is your gospel-centered response to educational inequality in Memphis? In other words, how does the 
gospel shed light on educational inequality, and what is my response as a Christian for addressing this inequality?

Cultural Foundations is designed to move from broad, foundational understandings of culture towards more 
specific topics for teachers in particular Memphis neighborhoods today. The course begins by building a 
framework for a Biblical worldview, drawing on Albert M. Wolters’ Creation Regained. Students then turn to 
the work of Brian Fikkert and Steve Corbett (When Helping Hurts) to explore poverty as essentially a rela-
tional status that is shared by all humans because of the universal nature of sin and to examine a framework 
for community development that combats an “us versus them” mentality while also imploring our teachers 
to “avoid paternalism” (p. 109).
 
Residents then focus their attention on a topic that is essential to discuss for those who live and work in Mem-
phis: race. This unit uses Beverly Daniel Tatum’s Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria as 
well as a panel of MTR graduates. William Julius Wilson’s More than Just Race and the film The Puitt-Igoe Myth 
complement the exploration of race with an introduction to the systemic injustices in the United States that 
have perpetuated and exacerbated poverty in city centers.
 
The course then shifts residents’ attentions specifically to Memphis. This includes a history of governmental 
attempts to integrate the public school system in the later half of the twentieth century, the recent merger of 
Memphis City Schools and Shelby County Schools, and the subsequent creation of suburban municipal school 
districts. The course ends with a class introducing residents to Christian Community Development (CCDA) 
principles using John Perkins’ Restoring At-Risk Communities and providing a brief history of the education re-
form movement of the past 20 years. This helps residents situate their work within the traditions of both the 
CCDA and education reform movements.

The Cultural Foundations course encompasses not only reading, lectures, and panels focusing on the course 
essential questions but also a group research project known as the Community Asset Project (CAP). The 
design of CAP was inspired by a similar project used by the Aspire Teacher Residency. The project requires 
residents to work in neighborhood groups to research the neighborhood surrounding their school placement 
site, focusing on economics, health care, housing, crime, and education. They conduct most of this research in 
person by interviewing community members and service providers, administering surveys with young people 
in the neighborhood, and visiting neighborhood centers and churches. Residents then compile their findings 
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in a summative report and present their findings to classmates to highlight the 
“heart and soul” of the neighborhood they studied, along with a graphic repre-
sentation of the neighborhood (examples to the right). The rationale behind CAP 
is threefold. First, it is designed with the intention of cultivating and maintaining a 
culture at MTR in which people approach neighborhoods as humble listeners and 
learners. Second, by learning about the neighborhood surrounding their internship 
site, residents will acquire tools and information with which they can begin to build 
a culturally-responsive curriculum for their students. Finally, as residents immerse 
themselves in the details and history of the surrounding neighborhood, we hope 
that they will begin to develop a sense of belonging in their school neighborhood. 
The CAP is grounded in MTR’s asset-based and holistic view of neighborhoods and 
serves as an excellent experience that helps residents grow in cultural maturity. 

CONCLUSION
Perhaps the most significant manifestations of Memphis Teacher Residency’s as-
set-based approach to our work and the value we place on cultural maturity are 
our teachers’ own words and actions. In response to the MTR Census1 question 
on what initially attracted teachers to MTR, several respondents identified our 
holistic approach to our work in education as a factor in their deciding to join the 
organization. One respondent wrote, “I was attracted to MTR not only because 
of the strong training, but the emphasis on partnering with other organizations 
and programs for a holistic approach at causing change.” Cultural maturity among 
our teachers was also evident in response to another free-response question that 
asked teachers to describe how their faith informs their definition of success: A 
fifth of respondents volunteered that their faith informs them that their work is 
worthy of their best effort, and another fifth explained that seeing their students 
as made in the image of God reinforces their high expectations for student suc-
cess.  One respondent’s answer to this question includes both of these ideas: “I 
believe that every student deserves to be treated with love, respect, and dignity. 
I believe that each child is valuable and should receive a quality education. . . . 
Whether I am a classroom teacher, small group leader, or building administrator, I 
am to always approach each task that will impact a child with great care and dili-
gence.” We hope all our teachers and staff will approach their significant work as 
teachers in Memphis schools with this respect, care, and dedication.
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1 The MTR Census is a survey of all MTR residents, graduates, and alumni with both multiple choice and free response 
questions, called the census because we seek and get very close, to 100% participation. Pertinent results of the census 
are shared throughout this yearbook.
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Kingsbury Schools, MTR, & Streets:  Neighbors and Partners
Streets Ministries is an extension of the space available to Kingsbury teachers and students. During the 
school day, teachers can bring their students to our computer labs. Teachers also use our space for student 
incentives during the school day and after school.  The eighth graders were just here for a mini field day, 
with competitions between homerooms. The schools have had dance parties here to raise money for sports 
teams. We partner with our schools for homecoming: We encourage kids to go to the game to support the 
team and we’ll have a party—a “fifth quarter”—at Streets afterwards. The high school does a college fair 
here every year. The middle school and Streets partner to do seminars for the students. The teachers ask 
Streets staff to design curriculum and teach classes to address areas where middle school students need to 
grow, topics like self-esteem and hygiene.

Building Relationships with Teachers & Supporting Kids Together
Monday nights we open up the gym for teachers to play basketball. It makes my job and my life a lot sweeter 
being able to build deeper relationships with the teachers. 

When stuff happens with kids, [teachers and Streets staff ] get to exchange information and help each other 
out. We had a girl with Asperger’s, and I don’t think her teachers knew about it.  Because her mom had told 
us at Streets about her condition, we were able to relay that information to the teachers. The teachers now 
understand, so they can provide grace for this child and support her well. Teachers have done the same thing 
for us: When situations happen at school or at home, teachers will reach out to us at Streets and ask us to 
talk with students, to connect with them.  We can relate better with our students through relationships with 
Kingsbury teachers.

It’s been a blessing for us at Streets to be able to provide teachers a doorway to meet kids outside of the class-
room and for us to have teachers here to love on this community the way they do.  

C
o

m
m

u
n

it
y

 Pa
r

t
n

e
r

 H
ig

h
l

ig
h

t
 - s

t
r

e
e

t
s

 m
in

is
t

r
ie

s

Kelechi 
Ordu
Site Director, Streets Ministries – Graham Heights

Streets Ministries – Graham Heights is a Christian youth development organization 
located on the same block as Kingsbury Elementary, Middle, and High Schools

“

”
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Partner Schools: Aspire Hanley Elemen-
tary, Cherokee Elementary, Dunbar El-
ementary, Sherwood Elementary, Sher-
wood Middle, Melrose High

Neighborhood Organizations:
Christ Community Health Services, Melrose 
Alumni Association, Memphis Athletic Min-
istries, Orange Mound Outreach Ministries, 
RedZone Ministries, Service Over Self, The 
House Women’s Resource Center

Notable Traditions: Annual Southern 
Heritage Classic Parade, community turnout 
at Melrose High football games

Historic Highlights: One of the first com-
munities in the nation built for and by African 
Americans; traditionally centered around 
churches such as Mt. Moriah Baptist and Mt. 
Pisgah CME

Notable People: Verties Sails, basketball 
coach; Rochelle Stevens and Sheila Echols, 
Olympic gold medalists; Larry Finch, bas-
ketball player/coach; Kirk Whalum, musician 
and CEO of Soulsville Foundation

orange mound
“The legacy of being the oldest African American community 
in the country is the source of energy that fuels hope and a 
vision for the future. Melrose High School is the epicenter, 
the bedrock of the community, but the churches are the core 
of the sustainability and the institutions that are most re-
sponsible for the upholding traditions and reminding people 
of the core values that promote and build community.”

Howard Eddings, Executive Director, RedZone Ministries

“Orange Mound was a place where black entertainers would 
come and lodge and perform. Carnes Avenue and Park Ave-
nue were full of industry. Teachers and physicians could walk 
to work. It was a very tight knit community.”

Nick Manning, Principal, Aspire Hanley Elementary School

“I love the MTR teachers’ willingness to serve, growth mind-
set, and work ethic. I think we are seeing specifically at Mel-
rose growth in student achievement. It has begun to have a 
dramatic impact on the education and the community.”

Nick Manning, Principal, Aspire Hanley Elementary School

GRAHAM HEIGHTS
Partner Schools: Berclair Elemen-
tary, Kingsbury Elementary, Kingsbury 
Middle, Kingsbury High

Neighborhood Organizations: 
Gaisman Community Center, Streets Minis-
tries, Su Casa Family Ministries

Notable Places: Jerry’s Sno Cones, 
Bryant’s Restaurant

“The Heights is a great place to live and work; the diversity of 
cultures from around the world that are living together has the 
potential to be an even more vibrant and exciting community.” 
Tim Jewett, Executive Director of Su Casa Family Ministries

“Graham Heights is a unique neighborhood in that all four 
Kingsburies are on the same street. This unique thread of 
the Elementary, Middle, High, and Tech schools all within 
walking distance of one another creates a strong sense of 
community. We are Kingsbury!”

Angela Cramer, Principal of Kingsbury Elementary

“I personally have teachers that not only educate students, 
but attend their churches, coach their teams, support their 
family businesses, and inspire them to reach to their dreams. 
There is nothing more powerful than being able to say that 
my teacher not only cares about me, but they care about 
my community. In fact, they are part of my community, be-
cause they reside here. MTR’s presence has also been mo-
tivational to me, other staff members, and stakeholders.” 
Melvin Harris, Principal of Kingsbury Middle School
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Partner Schools: Brewster Elementary, 
Cornerstone Prep, Lester Prep, East High

Neighborhood Organizations: 
Binghampton Development Corporation, 
Caritas Village, Christ Community Health 
Services, Eikon Ministries, Lester Com-
munity Center, Peer Power (East High), 
Refugee Empowerment Program, Service 
Over Self

Notable places: Broad Avenue 
Arts District, Carpenter Art Garden and 
Children’s Murals, Shelby Farms Greenline, 
The Hamp Youth Football Field

Historic Highlights: Binghampton Civic 
Club’s involvement in civil rights; com-
munity fight to prevent Interstate 40 from 
cutting through the neighborhood

“What [the teachers] are doing is the most important 
thing going. They bring the Gospel, sacrificial work ethic, 
the highest quality educational practices, and structure 
where there was absolute chaos before. They touch lives.” 
Robert Montague, Executive Director of the Binghampton 
Development Corporation

“Neighborhood schools are and always have been a center of 
community life in Binghampton. Over the last forty years, the 
schools have struggled, as the neighborhood has fractured in 
many ways. I am hopeful that Binghampton residents, with 
the support of organizations like Memphis Teacher Residen-
cy and others, take a renewed (though never lost) sense of 
pride and investment in neighborhood schools here so that 
the schools can re-form the core of a thriving community.”

Kathryn McRitchie, MTR Coach & Binghampton resident

BINGHAMPTON

MITCHELL HEIGHTS
Partner Schools: Treadwell Elementary, 
Treadwell Middle, Collegiate School of 
Memphis, Douglass High

Neighborhood Organizations: 
Heights Development Corporation, Iglesia 
Bella Vista, Jacob’s Well, Memphis Athletic 
Ministries, New Tyler AME Church, The 
Corners

Historic Highlights: National Street once 
was a trolley route for people heading from 
inner-city Memphis to Raleigh.

Notable People: Hank McDowell, former 
basketball player, color commentator for 
Memphis Grizzlies; Elliott Perry, former 
basketball player, color commentator for 
Memphis Grizzlies, education advocate; 
Penny Hardaway, former basketball player, 
youth basketball coach

“Treadwell High School was a binding force in this commu-
nity for decades. This was made even more evident when it 
closed a few years ago. The Mitchell/Highland Heights com-
munity has rallied around the history of Treadwell and the 
alumni who have come out of the community high school 
who have had a great impact on the city.”

Jared Myers, Executive Director of the Heights Commu-
nity Development Corporation

“A plantation in the early 1900’s, Mitchell Heights was a 
majority-white bedroom community by midcentury and be-
came a predominately African American community by the 
1990s. Today it remains a diverse neighborhood of African 
Americans, Latinos, and Caucasians. In the past few years, 
various stakeholders have created positive momentum by in-
tentionally working together. This is evident in the numerous 
schools, churches, and non-profits that are all working to 
build a neighborhood where children and families can thrive.”

Anna Terry, Community Resident and Organizer

Neighborhood Profiles by Matt Bigger
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*

MTR 2014-2015 
Partner Communities
MTR aims to have 75-100% of our graduates employed by high-need Memphis partner schools within 
these strategic communities.

Binghampton Graham Heights Mitchell Heights 

Orange Mound Alcy Ball Frayser
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RESIDENT AND GRADUATE EXPERIENCES 
IN COMMUNITY
The MTR Census is a multiple-choice and free-response survey of all MTR residents, graduates, and alumni. It is 
called the census because we seek and get very close to 100% participation. Teachers' experiences of and per-
spectives on community are shared here, and information on why people choose MTR is shared on p. 21-23.

Q. HOW MANY CLASSROOMS AWAY IS YOUR NEAREST MTR COLLEAGUE?

Common Process/Residency Model

All Residents Live in Some Apartment Complex

Shared Faith

Shared Mission

School Placement with other MTR Teachers

Events/Traditions

Leadership from Staff

48%

33%

29%

26%

24%

21%

11%

Q. WHAT 2-3 FACTORS DO YOU BELIEVE MOST CONTRIBUTE TO 
 MTR’S SENSE OF COMMUNITY?

“Living at the Georgian 
Woods during residency 
and having the common 
experience of the classes 
and activities during resi-
dency year.”

“Placement in schools (both 
during and post-residency), 
events to sustain camarade-
rie, support post-residency.”

A FEW RESPONSES: 

Please note that many responses mentioned more than one theme, so percentages do indeed add up to more than 100%

“The sharing of similar expe-
riences. Mutual goals. Chris-
tian ethic.”

2014 MTR Census

Themes Mentioned Percent 
of Respondents

Next Door 
48%

2-3 Rooms Away 
21%

4-5 Rooms Away 
2%

Same Building 
9%

Same Hall/Floor 
9%

Another Building 
11%
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by Leah Luttrell and Erin Myers

Imagine, for a moment, Jazmin, a student at the end of fifth grade, looking forward 
to beginning middle school. She attended an elementary school with a positive 
culture that values rigorous academics and development of strong character. She 
had an effective teacher for all six years of school and was able to strengthen her 
academic foundation by attending an after-school reading program and a summer 
camp offering math, literacy, and arts enrichment. Her learning was enhanced by 
access to a wide array of books, hands-on materials, and educational technology. 
Doesn’t it sound like Jazmin is positioned for success in middle school? Further-
more, doesn’t this vision of a student experience sound like what you would want 
for your child’s elementary school years?
 
Unfortunately, this is not the reality for many students in Memphis. Memphis Teach-
er Residency exists to provide students in Memphis neighborhoods with the same, 
or better, quality of education as is available to any student in Memphis. In order 
to make this hope a reality, we must focus our efforts to ensure that students like 
Jazmin have great teachers and great support each year of their elementary and 
secondary schooling, with no gaps in the quality of their education.  For this reason, 
Memphis Teacher Residency concentrates its work in specific partner neighbor-
hoods to create this seamless experience of strong academics and support. We 
also have several out-of-school initiatives that support in-class instruction. Simulta-
neously, by clustering MTR residents and graduates in specific neighborhoods, we 
amplify the support that teachers receive from MTR and from each other in order 
to increase teacher effectiveness and retention. 

PLACEMENT OF RESIDENTS AND GRADUATES

Neighborhood Feeder Patterns
We prioritize placement of residents and graduates in feeder pattern schools, with-
in specified neighborhoods. Ideally, teachers are also clustered by grade level or 
content. Feeder patterns enable teachers to collaborate across content areas and 
grades with a given school community in mind and to work together to build posi-
tive cultures of academic rigor, strong character, and shared routines and proce-
dures beyond individual classrooms. For example, in the Orange Mound neighbor-
hood, there are currently 65 MTR educators in six schools. After just five graduating 
cohorts, almost half of all MTR graduates’ students have been taught by another 
MTR teacher in the last two years.1 MTR staff coaches are also assigned to particu-
lar schools, so that a given coach usually supports multiple residents and graduates 
within a building and thereby has the opportunity to get to know the staff, cur-
riculum, and culture of the school well while also gaining efficiencies by being at the 
same schools most of the time. 

MTR and the Memphis Community
SUPPORTING TEACHERS IN 
NEIGHBORHOOD SCHOOLS

1MTR graduates were asked in the MTR Census to estimate the percentage of their students having been taught by another MTR 
resident or graduate in the last two years.  The average of these estimates is 45%.

"Doesn't this vision 
of a student 

experience sound 
like what you would 

want for your 
child's elementary 

school years?"
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While MTR is committed to selecting, preparing, and coaching teachers to be effective educators, we also 
recognize and affirm the presence of other successful teachers, from any preparation background, and we seek 
their input, experience, and expertise and partner with them regularly. We do not want to be in buildings com-
prised solely of MTR teachers.  

We have found that MTR teachers thrive in schools and neighborhoods with other MTR-trained colleagues. 
Their similar mindsets and strong sense of community enable them to be more successful in terms of academic 
achievement, positive school culture, and teacher retention than they would be without each other’s support. 
In the recent MTR Census2, when asked for reasons they will stay at their current schools, 61% of MTR gradu-
ates cited “working with great colleagues” and 41% indicated “significant presence of other MTR teachers in 
school or feeder pattern.” When asked about factors affecting their decision to commit to MTR, 51% said the 
neighborhood focus in teacher placement was “very attractive,” with another 41% saying “somewhat attractive.” 

Relationship with Principals
MTR is able to cluster graduates in feeder pattern schools thanks to positive relationships with school principals 
and school districts’ human resources departments, as well as a “mutual consent” hiring policy in Shelby County 
Schools whereby teacher and principal both agree to a teacher’s placement in a school, rather than the district 
simply assigning teachers to schools without the teachers and/or the principals having input on the decision.
 
Favorable relationships with principals initially began with our first MTR residency cohort. Principals appreci-
ated the extra pair of hands and eyes in the classroom, residents’ readiness to bless and serve mentors and 
other colleagues, and the opportunity to hire residents to stay at their placement schools after their residency 
year. A principal who hired a resident gained a new teacher with her first year—often the least successful—al-
ready under her belt, and for a principal hiring a resident who had trained in the same building, the new teacher 
already knew the school culture as well as staff members and families at the school.

Beginning in our second year, MTR began focusing on specific partner neighborhoods, with a preference for 
neighborhoods with a strong sense of community identity and with existing churches and nonprofit organiza-
tions offering after-school programs, home repair, health care, and other community-building services. School 
leaders in these initial partner neighborhoods welcomed the idea of MTR strategically placing graduates in 
feeder patterns and continued to recommend more mentors to train residents and reach out to MTR for 
referrals to fill full-time positions. The word spread between schools within these feeder patterns, and more 
schools began to welcome MTR residents and to hire MTR graduates. Though it has taken four years, we 
finally have our first complete feeder patterns in Graham Heights and Orange Mound, with MTR graduates 
teaching in elementary, middle, and high schools. Indeed, in Graham Heights, we have 48 residents and gradu-
ates in Kingsbury Elementary, Middle, and High Schools, all of which are located on a single city block. Good 
will with principals, a proven record of positive relationships, and academic success in classrooms have made 
this possible.

2The MTR Census is a survey of all MTR residents, graduates, and alumni with both multiple choice and free response 
questions, called the census because we seek and get very close to 100% participation.  Pertinent results of the census 
are shared throughout this yearbook.
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MTR does not have a memorandum of understanding with Shelby County Schools, 
the iZone, or the Achievement School District to guarantee hiring of our gradu-
ates, nor does MTR receive any sort of fee from a district when an MTR teacher 
is hired. Instead, district-level factors contributing to the hiring of MTR teachers 
include positive relationships with district human resources departments, MTR’s 
track record of preparing teachers with higher-than-expected TVAAS (Tennes-
see Value-Added Assessment System) scores3, and an early application and hiring 
process established by Shelby County Schools, MTR, and other teacher prepara-
tion programs.

Because MTR residents are already in Memphis and have secured their certifica-
tion, they are able to begin the application process for the district as early as 
November of their residency year. This allows principals to have an early look at 
candidates. To do so, principals simply log onto a website offering a preview of 
our residents. Each resident page contains a short biography, a professional ré-
sumé, and a three-minute “get to know you” video. Beginning in November, the 
Post-Residency Director meets with principals in our feeder patterns to introduce 
the program if they are unfamiliar with MTR or to check in to assess next year’s 
needs if we already have a relationship with them. Throughout the next couple 
of months, we are in frequent communication with principals and residents about 
available positions posted on the district’s online application system. From there, 
principals contact residents for interviews and often teaching samples, and if they 
like what they see, they formally offer positions to the residents. Starting during 
the MTR application process and continuing through the residency year, residents 
hear the motivation behind MTR’s neighborhood focus for teacher placement. 
They are reminded that MTR will listen to them and work hard to find them 
positions that fit them well, but also that they should accept jobs they are finally 
offered within partner schools and trust the MTR placement process. This makes 
for a relatively easy hiring process. 

Commitment to Strategy
The final key to strategically placing graduates is the commitment to decline 
an offer to place outside of our partner neighborhoods. This is sometimes difficult 
to do, and school leaders may be disappointed that they cannot hire MTR graduates 
until MTR expands to their neighborhood.  At the same time, some of these same 
school and district leaders have commented in the past that they are impressed by 
our commitment to our strategy. Declining employment offers from these other 
schools communicates a great commitment to those schools in our designated 
neighborhoods: school leaders in our neighborhoods know they will receive the 
best we have to offer, in clusters that can bring a noticeable change quickly.

3As a condition of MTR’s receipt of a First to the Top grant from the State of Tennessee, Shelby County Schools conducted a study of 
MTR teachers and found that, on average, students they taught experienced higher than average growth on state exams (TCAP and 
EOC).  
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OUT-OF-SCHOOL INITIATIVES
Although teachers are the key to bringing our mission and vision to life, we recognize that additional resourc-
es and support play a part in educational equity for our students, as well as job satisfaction for our teachers. 
Not every school has the facilities, resources, budgets, and academic support staff to assist teachers and 
ensure success for all students. MTR seeks to address that challenge by providing supplementary supports, 
which currently include MTRGive, MTRCamp, and MTRReads. 

MTRGive
MTRGive is a platform to connect Memphis donors directly to needs in MTR teachers’ classrooms. A teacher, 
for example, might need more up-to-date technology than what his school provides. He can post a project on 
the MTRGive website requesting a document camera, a set of student response clickers, or headphones and 
jump drives for his class to use in the computer lab. Donors can then give directly to his project, and 100% of 
their donation will go to purchasing that teacher’s needed technology. Even more basic needs—such as paper, 
dry-erase markers, or binders for students to use—can be posted on MTRGive. Between December 2012 and 
July 2014, donors provided almost $82,000 of books, technology, furniture, supplies, and other resources to 
the classrooms of MTR graduates. The resources provided by donors through MTRGive help make instruction 
more effective and encourage teachers with the knowledge that people in the Memphis community and beyond 
are supporting their efforts. 

Total Raised Since December 2012 $81,875.00

Average Time to Funding 48 days

Average Funded % 87%

MTRGive Results
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MTRCamp
Research has shown that learning outside the school day has a significant impact 
on students’ academic growth. Indeed, a recent study has suggested that more 
than half of the ninth grade reading comprehension achievement gap between 
low- and high-income students may be attributed to summer learning loss during 
elementary school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 2007). In response to this need, 
MTR created MTRCamp, a math- and literacy-focused summer camp available to 
elementary students in our partner neighborhoods at a cost to families of less 
than $50 per summer. College students from around the country provide camp-
ers with quality learning and enrichment opportunities, while gaining first-hand 
experience in urban education and learning about MTR’s mission and community. 
MTRCamp began with rising K-2 students in the Binghampton neighborhood, and 
we hope to expand to serve additional students in our partner neighborhoods in 
the coming summers. 

MTRReads
In another attempt to support student learning outside of the school day, we devel-
oped a third grade after-school reading program called MTRReads, modeled on Ger-
mantown United Methodist Church’s successful Team Read program at Caldwell-
Guthrie Elementary School in Memphis. Third grade is a crucial point in a student’s 
academic career. Up to third grade, students learn how to read in school. After third 
grade, students “read to learn,” meaning that students who cannot read proficient-
ly by the end of third grade are likely to fall behind in school and are significantly 
less likely to graduate from high school than their peers who can read proficiently. 
MTRReads began in September 2013 at Sherwood Elementary in the Orange 
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Mound feeder pattern. MTRReads engages community volunteers who build relationships with specific 
students over the course of the year and teach them sight words—that is, the words that proficient 
readers recognize instantly, without stopping to decode. After training from MTR, volunteers can readily 
teach children sight words regardless of whether the volunteers have previous experience in educa-
tion. As students master more sight words, they are able to focus more on comprehension, rather than 
decoding. The goal of MTRReads is that participating students will know 100% of the first 400 Fry sight 
words to keep them on the path to academic success. In addition to the academic benefits of MTRReads, 
many participants also grow in confidence and joy as a result of their improved reading skills and the 
mentoring relationship with the volunteer.

Our beginning vision of a student thriving in her elementary years and beyond is only possible with great 
teachers, great school culture, and great support for teachers and students. Principals and school lead-
ers need an ongoing stream of talent and resources to accomplish these goals for the communities they 
serve.  MTR has consciously focused our efforts toward ensuring the principals in our partner neighbor-
hoods have great teacher candidates to consider each time they have positions to fill and toward sup-
porting these teachers through their residency and first three years as teachers of record. In addition, 
MTR offers additional school-wide support and resources to these schools. The successful teacher is not 
an island but works well in a community of peers together pushing for excellence and positive school 
culture; we celebrate when MTR graduates work beside each other, encourage each other, and build 
community within the teaching staff of their schools. The gospel mandate to love our neighbors as our-
selves isn’t realized until our partner neighborhood schools are places every parent would want to send 
their children. 



42

M
T

R
 a

n
d

 t
h

e
 M

e
m

p
h

is
 C

o
m

m
u

n
it

y

GRAHAM HEIGHTS
Home to Kingsbury Elementary, Middle, and High Schools and to a Growing Number of MTR Teachers

The dozen or so MTR teachers who live in Graham Heights—many of whom teach at the Kingsbury 
schools—get to know Kingsbury students and their families as neighbors, extending their relationships 
beyond the school building and school day. For many MTR teachers who live in Graham Heights or other 
neighborhoods where they teach, being present and living alongside their students enables them to in-
vest themselves fully in the neighborhood and to know and support their students as people.

The Tuminaro Family
Kingsbury High English teacher Philip Tuminaro and his wife Jayde got to know their neighbor Mel and 
encouraged her and her son in his transition to Kingsbury Middle—a school Mel initially had reserva-
tions about because of its reputation from past years. Her son is now happy at Kingsbury Middle, earn-
ing good grades, playing football and soccer, and participating in robotics activities. Mel’s daughter drops 
by the Tuminaros’ house to borrow books and play with the Tuminaros’ new baby. Philip gets his hair cut 
by a KHS student and gets to interact with the student’s other customers, many of whom are also KHS 
students, all while supporting the neighborhood economy and the student’s entrepreneurial venture. 
As parents and professionals, the Tuminaros are deeply integrated into the life of the neighborhood.

The Myers Family
MTR grad and Kingsbury Elementary teacher Erin Myers and her husband Jared, director of the Heights 
Community Development Corporation, have become mentors to two high school students, one of 
whom Erin taught. Erin and Jared have guided the two cousins, who are from Honduras, by encourag-
ing them in academics and soccer, while also building their confidence. As Philip Tuminaro puts it, “The 
boys have felt God’s love through Erin and Jared.”  

The Clark Family
Kingsbury High students frequently spot their teachers Cherise and Marcus Clark in their neighbor-
hood—at the local grocery store, driving around, or biking. Students often assume their teachers live 
in the suburbs, and the Clarks are quick to share with the students that they live on the same block as 
Kingsbury students and are part of the neighborhood too.
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MTR at Sherwood
The MTR community at Sherwood encompasses the 
residents we serve, the teachers I’ve hired who are 
MTR graduates, David [Montague, president] and 
Robin [Henderson, director], and coaches Lisa Bald-
win and Yolunda Bass.

The MTR community at Sherwood also includes 
the MTRReads program, a third grade after-school 
tutoring program. Twice a week, 68 volunteers tu-
tor third graders on the first 400 high-frequency Fry 
sight words. It is amazing to have that many people 
come into our building to help our children. Pre-
liminary formative assessments show that our third 
graders have made significant progress from last year 
to this year. Also, the students love the MTRReads 
program because of the relationships they form with 
their tutors. 

MTR Coaches
I cannot say enough about the impact of the MTR 
coaches. Lisa and Yolunda have helped me not only 
by coaching the MTR teachers, but also by providing 
resources for all the teachers at Sherwood. Read-
ing has been a problem in public schools, and I have 
worked with Lisa to make sure we have an excellent 
new reading program to use for interventions. She 
and Yolunda have pledged to train the whole staff on 
the program—not just MTR teachers—and that will 
help us improve reading instruction at Sherwood.

MTR Teachers
I have to motivate MTR teachers a lot less than I do 
other teachers. They encourage each other. They 
genuinely love and care for each other. Closer than 
comrades, they are a family fighting for the same 
cause.

MTR teachers bring their love into the school every 
day; it is not just a job to them. For example, Ms. Penn 
makes pumpkin bread and other treats and leaves 
them in the faculty lounge for her colleagues to enjoy. 
If ever there is a school program, the MTR teachers 
participate. I do not have to monitor them to get them 
to do their jobs: They come early and stay late, and 
their lesson plans are awesome. They are concerned 
about their own growth, and they work so hard for 
the children. 

Morale has not been an issue since adding more MTR 
teachers to our team. Last year I hired six MTR teach-
ers, and next year there will be an additional three or 
four.  Just having a few more great people in your build-
ing can change the morale of your entire staff. I want 
to always have a residency program here because it 
grants me access to a competent pool of teachers I 
can hire. And they get trained in our school commu-
nity, so they know the children and the parents. 

“

”

Tonya 
Miller
Principal, Sherwood Elementary
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Jesus and Education Reform
HOW A BIBLICAL WORLDVIEW 
INFORMS THE WORK OF MTR

“Not only does our Christian faith compel us to 
participate actively in the public school system, 
but the tenets of our faith also inform how we 
approach this work.”
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by Leslie Garrote

In the summer of 1973, U.S. District Judge Robert S. McRae dismantled the last 
remnant of de jure segregation by issuing orders for students in Memphis City 
Schools to be bussed across the city in order to achieve what he interpreted 
as a mandate for integration issued by the landmark 1954-55 Brown v. Board of 
Education Supreme Court rulings. After nearly two decades of Memphis ignor-
ing or resisting Brown’s call to desegregate, it was hard to anticipate how schools 
and neighborhoods would respond to desegregation when it finally arrived. Many 
white parents panicked at the prospect of their children traveling across the city 
to attend unfamiliar, often majority-black schools. Some sought school options for 
their children besides desegregated city schools and flocked to suburban public 
schools or newly created independent schools. A number of local white churches in 
effect facilitated white families’ abandonment of Memphis City Schools by opening 
private Christian schools in the summer of 1973 and throughout the ensuing de-
cade. Unbeknownst or unacknowledged by many Memphians today, some of the 
city’s prominent private schools were founded in this crucible of court-mandated 
desegregation. This exodus of white students from the City schools was so rapid 
that “by 1974, more than 30,000 students had left the Memphis public schools 
and Memphis had the largest private-school system in the country” (Branston, 
2011). Indeed, by 1980 the white student population in MCS amounted to 40% of 
the district’s white student population in 1973.1 Ironically, the work of black church 
leaders through the Civil Rights Movement ignited the integration movement that 
many churches in Memphis helped the white population of the city to circumvent.

Given this shameful and complicated history, some may wonder what right Chris-
tians have to participate in the contemporary education reform movement, which 
is largely focused on addressing the systemic inequalities in education shaped 
by the abandonment of the urban public school systems half a century ago. And 

 1“The white student count dropped from 71,369 in 1973 to 27,173 to 1980” (Kelley, 2013). Other statistics indicate that of the 
40,000 white students leaving MCS by the end of the 1970s, about half ended up in suburban public schools and half in private 
schools. (Pohlmann, 2008, p. 77-90)
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indeed, some Christians have withdrawn from public schools and respond to the brokenness of the public 
education system by choosing to disengage from it, instead participating in parallel education systems, includ-
ing faith-based private schools or homeschooling. Other Christian communities seek to address the systemic 
inequality in public education on a volunteer basis by supporting struggling public schools through after-school 
programming or other adopt-a-school programs, often while sending their own children to private or suburban 
schools. Still other Christians are left wondering how their faith might actively inform how they think about and 
address that educational inequality. 

Memphis Teacher Residency believes all Memphians have a responsibility to address the systemic in-
equalities in education shaped by the abandonment of the urban public school systems half a century ago. 
Therefore, we model and advocate a proactive approach in the reconciliation work needed to mend our 
public school system. Not only does our Christian faith compel us to participate actively in the public school 
system, but the tenets of our faith also inform how we approach this work. The Bible provides guidance on 
essential questions about life for Christians regarding our identity, our mission, and the purpose and direction 
of our lives.  Together, these Biblically-based beliefs constitute what we call a Biblical worldview (Wolters, 
2005). At MTR, this worldview informs how we go about preparing teachers and, ultimately, how our teach-
ers understand their work in the classroom.

WHO ARE WE?
The Bible has a lot to say about who we are as human beings, and these truths have many implications for edu-
cators who interact with young humans. First, the Bible teaches that human beings are special among the cre-
ated order because we are made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27). The image-bearer status of human be-
ings informs MTR teachers’ understanding of themselves, their students, their co-workers, and the parents of 
their students as innately worthy, deserving of respect, and full of potential. One MTR teacher describes how 
this view of the image-bearing student expands his understanding of professional mission: “My faith reminds 
me that my mission as a teacher is much larger than simply helping students understand concepts or master 
skills in English. My goal is to empower children created in the image of God. This means I teach them to read, 
but I also care for them as human beings. I am a successful teacher when my students have an understanding of 
their own self worth and are growing in their capability to use and master the skills for my content.” Another 
MTR teacher explains how the image-bearer status of students demands a quality education: “Because I am 
created in the image of God, my idea of success revolves around viewing my students in the same way and, 
consequently, delivering the education that they deserve.”
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The Bible also informs us that as humans we are sinful by our very nature and re-
quire reconciliation to God and to each other. Through belief in the atoning sacrifice 
of Jesus on the cross, we can be restored in our relationship with God and receive 
his unconditional love (Rom. 3:22-26). In other words, nothing that we do of our 
own volition can please God, but he loves us despite this. Our identity is not based 
on our performance, but rather is firmly established as adopted daughters and sons 
of the living God through the sacrifice and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Eph. 1:5-7). 
An MTR graduate describes how this firm identity can free teachers from many of 
the pressures of being an urban public school teacher: “I know my success is not 
measured by my TEM/TVAAS2 score. I know that I am fully loved and saved by the 
grace of God through Christ, which is something I cannot earn. With that said, I 
want to do the best that I can because of the love poured out for me freely. Not to 
earn it, but in response to it.”3

In addition to motivating teachers to recognize their students as created in the im-
age of God and giving them a secure identity not based upon teacher evaluation 
systems, a Biblical worldview based on the free grace of God also provides teachers 
with a helpful framework for classroom leadership. One teacher explained how she 
applies these truths in her classroom: “I am empowered by a God who loves me 
unconditionally, regardless of performance, to give unconditional love to students I 
teach. That . . . motivates me to hold high standards for kids so that they might see 
my care for them and God’s love for them through me. As they work hard, or as 
they don’t, my love for them is unchanging like God’s love is for me.”   

The Bible answers the essential question “Who are we?” with a nuanced answer: 
Humans beings are creatures who are made in the image of God, who sin against 
God, and who also have an opportunity to be restored into right relationship with 
God through belief in the atonement of Jesus Christ. This perspective enables 
teachers to see themselves and students as deserving of love and respect and full 
of potential, which motivates teachers to do their best in their eternally significant 
work. At the same time, this perspective frees teachers from a distorted view 
of their work and from mistakenly believing that they can and should be their 
students’ saviors.

WHERE ARE WE?
The Bible provides important insight to believers about the world we live in. First, 
the Bible makes very clear that the world is not as it should be; rather, Adam and 
Eve’s Original Sin wreaked havoc on the world and, as a result, even creation 
groans under the weight of sin (Rom. 8:20-23). Thus, a Biblically-informed view 
of the world offers a degree of realism that prevents MTR teachers from being 
shocked, dismayed, or scornful when they encounter brokenness in their class-
rooms, schools, and school district or as a result of state and federal educational 
legislation. Even before setting foot in a classroom, they recognize that the world 
is fallen. One MTR teacher explains this dynamic: “My job is to love those who 
are broken, just like me, with God’s love.” Biblically-grounded realism also helps 
MTR teachers guard themselves from devastating disappointment when things go 
wrong in their own classrooms and schools. 
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2TVAAS is the Tennessee Value Added Assessment System and TEM is the Teacher Effectiveness Model used by Shelby County Schools 
for annual teacher evaluation.
 
3This quote and all following quotes from MTR teachers are taken from anonymous responses to the yearly MTR Census, a survey of 
all MTR residents, graduates, and alumni with both multiple choice and free response questions, called the census because we seek and 
get very close to 100% participation.  Pertinent results of the census are shared throughout this yearbook.

"While the Bible 
makes clear that 

the world is not as 
it should be, it also 

provides hope and 
assurance that 

things will get 
better because God 
is at work, bringing 
healing and whole-
ness to what sin 

has damaged."
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While the Bible makes clear that the world is not as it should be, it also provides hope and assurance that things 
will get better because God is at work, bringing healing and wholeness to what sin has damaged. In their book 
When Helping Hurts, Brian Fikkert and Steve Corbett explain this dynamic and how it gives Christians a model 
for how to live: “The King of kings is ushering in a kingdom that will bring healing to every last speck of the 
cosmos. As His body, bride, and fullness, the church is to do what Jesus did: bear witness to the reality of that 
coming kingdom using both words and anticipatory deeds” (Corbett, 2010, p. 73). One MTR teacher expresses 
how she applies this God-given mission to her teaching:  “To me, teaching where I do is my mission and my vo-
cation from the Lord. I believe I’m doing what I do because God has called me and instructed me to be where I 
am. He calls me to work hard and do my best for Him first and for the students behind that, so I work for Him.”

Beyond instructing believers to model God’s active involvement in the world, the Bible also provides specific 
instructions for how Christians are to interact with the world. Micah 6:8 provides a summary of God’s expecta-
tions for his followers: “He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? 
To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” In their responses to the MTR Census, 
many MTR teachers described their role as urban teachers as an act of justice. For example, one respondent 
said, “God loves justice; He wants us to pursue it. One way to pursue it is by teaching students well who need 
to be taught well.” Jesus’ response when asked to identify the greatest commandment also serves as a guide 
and touchstone for MTR to direct our work: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37-39).  Memphis Teacher Residency’s mission statement articulates 
how our work arises from the great commandment: “As a response to the gospel mandate to love our neigh-
bors as ourselves, MTR will partner to provide students in Memphis neighborhoods with the same, or better, 
quality of education as is available to any student in Memphis by recruiting, training, and supporting effective 
teachers within a Christian context.” MTR teachers themselves often referred to loving their neighbors as 
they described the intersection of their faith and work. One respondent summarized this connection: “As we 
read through the Gospels, the number one thing that we as believers are to do is love God and love people. 
Through serving my school, students, teachers, administrators, parents, and anyone connected to the school, 
I am fulfilling my call to love God, but also to love others.”

The Bible answers the essential question “Where are we?” with information that leaves believers with both 
measured realism and expectant hope: The world is ravaged by sin but God is actively involved in redeeming 
it. At MTR, we apply these ideas to education by reminding teachers that building, transforming, and renewing 
thriving classrooms, schools, and school systems is more than just a worthy calling; it is an act of joining with God 
in what he is already doing in the world. Remaining mindful of the story of what God is doing in the world helps 
MTR teachers place themselves in a larger context and be encouraged by participating in the grand narrative of 
God’s reconciliation work in the world and also releases them from the burden that comes from believing the 
work is all up to them. 
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WHERE ARE WE HEADED?
The Bible gives believers a clear vision of the ultimate purpose and destination of life. Followers of 
Christ believe that he defeated sin and death through his resurrection and thus have faith that good 
has already conquered evil in the spiritual realm. Understanding that ultimate victory through Christ is 
at hand gives believers confidence to resume the temporal fight against injustice and brokenness in the 
present. In other words, believing in Jesus’ victory on the cross allows believers to persevere through 
hardship and suffering knowing “that in all things God works together with those who love him to 
bring about what is good” (Rom. 8:28 NIV).

Many MTR teachers described the influence of this “blessed assurance” on their perspective towards 
their work, including the following respondent: “My faith has everything to do with my success as a 
teacher. It is not my success ultimately that matters, because Christ has already won the battle. My 
worth is not determined by test scores, but rather because I am a beloved child of Christ. That free-
dom gives me the strength to teach and persevere, when things are challenging and when I seem to be 
failing.” Another respondent described how a long-view perspective, rooted in a belief in God’s active 
and ongoing victory in the world, allows her to accept seemingly insignificant progress in the short-
term: “The main belief that sustains me is that it is okay if I never make a noticeable difference. My goal 
is not to change lives or revolutionize education in Memphis. I desperately want those things to happen 
but they are not my job. My goal is to serve where God has called me (for the foreseeable future that 
is teaching in urban schools in Memphis) with all of the talent, skill, and grit I can muster. I get to be a 
small part of a huge and wonderful picture but I am not the painter nor am I the focus of the painting.”

The “wonderful picture” that this respondent refers to is called shalom by Christian theologians. In 
Generous Justice, Timothy Keller explains, “‘Shalom’ is usually translated ‘peace’ in English Bibles, but 
it means far more than what our English word conveys. It means complete reconciliation, a state 
of the fullest flourishing in every dimension—physical, emotional, social, and spiritual—because all 
relationships are right, perfect, and filled with joy” (Keller, 2010, pp. 173-174). The prophet John’s 
vision of the new heavens and new earth, described in the book of Revelation, lays the foundation 
for a Christian vision of shalom: “See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them, 
and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every 
tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor 
pain anymore, for the former things have passed away” (Rev. 21:3-4). One MTR teacher explained 
how a vision of shalom both compels her to teach in urban schools and sustains her in the difficulty 
of the work: “I teach because urban schools are places of great need in this city. I believe that God 
calls the church into places of great need as part of His master redemption plan. However, success 
for me is going where I am called; the ultimate success will probably never be seen in my career or 
lifetime but it is that the schools in Memphis are on earth as they are in heaven.”

The Bible answers the essential question “Where are we headed?” with a hope-filled picture of 
fruition and peace. The practice of keeping our eyes on the ultimate victory of Jesus and the coming 
kingdom of heaven allows MTR teachers to move forward in the work of teaching in Memphis with 
patience, perseverance, and assuredness that all brokenness will be reconciled one day.

Je
s

u
s

 a
n

d
 e

d
u

c
a

t
io

n
 r

e
fo

r
m



49

C
l

a
r

if
y

in
g

 t
h

e
 w

in

It is logical to assume that the “win” for a teacher residency is developing effective classroom leaders: graduates 
who are consistently growing students academically by a year or more each grade.  This is indeed part of MTR’s 
goal. However, doing so within Memphis districts of more than 200 schools, 7,000 teachers, and 100,000 stu-
dents presents challenges as it pertains to measurable and sustainable impact. Studies show the importance of 
children having multiple years of effective teachers in order to close the academic achievement gap.
 
So MTR’s win is not simply to provide effective teachers to random selections of students throughout Mem-
phis. While valuable, this alone would not significantly change the trajectory of individual students of our city. 
Our end has never been to create individual silos of teaching excellence. Instead, our win is to strengthen 
individual Memphis communities, especially the poorest and most marginalized, by partnering to offer the 
same quality of K-12 education to their children as any other community does.
 
Then and only then can MTR, in partnership with communities, hope to improve the trajectory of a student, 
a school, a neighborhood, and ultimately our city. Communities matter because communities—and not sim-
ply individuals—educate their children.

epilogue
CLARIFYING THE WIN
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by Matthew Campbell

Many factors play a role in the success or failure of schools. Yearly, quantitative mea-
sures attempt to measure the educational value of teachers’ instruction. Adminis-
trators employ a variety of initiatives hoping to spur growth, and new teachers begin 
their careers in classrooms across the country. While individual schools may have 
their own unique challenges, every school in America works to develop a culture of 
learning and hard work in students. Nearly tantamount to this goal, many leaders in 
schools work to develop a sense of community among faculty and staff–but why? If 
student results define success, why does community matter?

Much research exists on the value of cultivating a sense of organizational confidence 
within an organization’s employees. An employee’s confidence in their organization 
is a prime indicator of any institution’s well-being (Keiser & Shulte, 2009; Kroth, 
Boverie & Zondlo, 2007). The difficulty of creating and maintaining organizational 
confidence rests in highlighting what is working and forgoing what is not. However, 
measuring or extrapolating the most impactful methods for individual accountability 
and organizational control is a problematic task because the very means sought are 
often tacit and rooted in the daily culture of a workplace (Perrow, 1986). Despite 
this difficulty, finding and replicating mechanisms to increase happiness and decrease 
stress is valuable.

In addition to traditional organizational difficulties, teachers must also contend with 
less organizational input than often accorded other professions (Ingersoll, 2007). 
This lack of control can lead to high labor turnover from year to year. Maslach, Jack-
son, and Leiter (1996) discuss three unique reasons to examine teacher turnover: 
teachers are prone to greater levels of scrutiny because of the visibility of their 
profession, teachers must meet certain content standards while also leading stu-
dents’ moral development, and teachers must meet the varied needs of a variety of 
students, a task involving a bevy of disparate resources.

While these unique considerations situate teaching as a distinctive profession, the 
impact of personal satisfaction (or lack of satisfaction) is universal on employee 
productivity and longevity. Unsatisfied workers, or in this case teachers, show lesser 
levels of productivity and effectiveness than their satisfied counterparts (Amabile & 
Kramer, 2011). On the other hand, teachers who feel a greater degree of input in 
a school’s direction have a higher likelihood of staying in the classroom (Liu, 2006). 
Unfortunately, long tenures in the classroom are becoming increasingly infrequent. 
Recent studies (Durham-Barnes, 2011; Luekens, Lyter & Fox, 2004; Smith & Inger-
soll, 2004; Fry, 2009) reveal that an increasing number of beginning teachers leave 
the classroom within the first years of their career. This finding grows in importance 
when considering that labor turnover is highest when teachers face a negative work-
ing climate (Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005; Kukla- Acevedo, 2009). In-
stead of new teachers learning, growing and developing their skillset over time, they 
leave, ushering in a new wave of uncertainty for students.

Literature Review
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The antidote to this punctuated labor portrait is creating and maintaining a sense of community. Beyond the nat-
urally perceived value of creating community within a school, there are many benefits. Manning and Saddlemire 
(1996) laud several characteristics of community including “trust, respect, mutual obligation and concern for 
others welfare” as influential agents in “educators’ and learners’ interpersonal relationships as well as learners’ 
academic achievement and overall school progress” (p. 41). Saphier and King (1985) list twelve cultural norms 
that affect school achievement, including “collegiality…trust and confidence; tangible support…appreciation 
and recognition; caring, celebration and humor…protection of what is important, and traditions” (p. 67). The 
link between these norms and a sense of community is inextricable. Furthermore, these factors are important 
because of their tie to continual instructional improvement. If these elements are present in a school’s culture or 
community, instructional improvement will be “significant, continuous and widespread” (p. 67). Likewise, if these 
norms are missing or anemic, improvements will be “at best infrequent, random and slow” (p. 67).

Developing a positive work environment should be the goal of any school leader. As research suggests, build-
ing organizational confidence—although difficult to create and maintain—is a worthwhile aim because of the 
alternative negative elements of dissatisfaction and stress. Parlaying these feelings of goodwill into a sense of 
community also has demonstrable benefits. Although the Memphis Teacher Residency is not a school site, we 
have seen firsthand the value our teachers place on community. Consider the following response to a recent 
MTR survey instrument:

 

Education is a high-stakes field, and teachers feel the greatest share of the weight. Perhaps the most impactful 
argument for developing community centers on teachers’ sense of well-being and happiness. If teachers are to 
run headlong into the wind of systemic poverty and combat an entrenched achievement gap, they must not feel 
alone in their efforts.

I think MTR’s community is strengthened by the shared sense that this work is difficult but 
our success as teachers doesn’t determine our success as people. And for me, hearing en-
couragement from my members of my cohort and from previous grads is hugely buoying 
(MTR Census, 2014).
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Matt Bigger is a 2012 graduate of Memphis Teacher Residency and teaches AP 
Statistics, Bridge Math, and Pre-Calculus at Melrose High School. He also serves 
as mentor to an MTR resident. He holds a B.S. from Vanderbilt University and an 
M.U.Ed. from Union University.

Matthew Campbell is a coach at Memphis Teacher Residency. Prior to joining MTR, 
he taught middle school English and social studies at the Soulsville Charter School. 
He holds a B.A. from Samford University and an M.Ed. from Christian Brothers 
University and is currently pursuing an Ed.D. in educational leadership and policy at 
Vanderbilt’s Peabody School of Education.

Leslie Garrote is a Memphis Teacher Residency coach and community liaison. Prior 
to joining MTR, she taught middle school at the Desire Street Academy and St. 
George’s Episcopal School, both in New Orleans. She holds an M.A. in teaching 
secondary social studies from City College New York and is currently pursuing an 
M.Ed. in educational leadership at Covenant College.

Robin Henderson, Ph.D., is director of Memphis Teacher Residency and program 
director for the Union University Master in Urban Education degree. She taught 
elementary school for ten years and served for two years as an elementary school 
administrator. In addition to her work at Union University, Henderson has also 
served as an assistant professor of education at Indiana Wesleyan University.

Leah Luttrell is Memphis Teacher Residency’s post-residency director. Prior to 
joining MTR, she taught middle school math and science. She lives in the Mitch-
ell Heights neighborhood of Memphis, one of MTR’s partner neighborhoods. She 
holds a B.A. from Brooklyn College (CUNY) and an M.U.Ed. from Union University.

David Montague, a lifelong Memphian, is president of Memphis Teacher Residency. 
Montague was director of Service Over Self, a home-repair ministry in the Bing-
hampton neighborhood of Memphis, and also served as a managing director with 
Morgan Keegan (now Raymond James).

Erin Myers is a 2011 graduate of Memphis Teacher Residency. She teaches fourth 
grade at Kingsbury Elementary School and lives near the school in the Nutbush 
neighborhood. She has also led MTRGive and MTRReads and served as assistant 
director of MTRCamp. She holds a B.A. from Rhodes College and an M.U.Ed. from 
Union University.

Peter VanWylen is a Memphis Teacher Residency coach and research director. Prior 
to joining MTR, he taught math at Melrose High School and overseas. He has also 
worked in IT and analytics and created a neighborhood resources mapping project 
at theovalproject.com.  Peter holds a B.A. from Hope College.
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MISSION
As a response to the gospel mandate to love our neighbors as ourselves, MTR will partner to provide 
students in Memphis neighborhoods with the same, or better, quality of education as is available to any 
student in Memphis by recruiting, training, and supporting effective teachers within a Christian context.

VISION
The vision of MTR is to use our specific work within education, in partnership with other holistic orga-
nizations, to help restore communities so that all individuals can become empowered contributors to 
our city and people of all races and classes can engage with one another in peace.

HISTORY
Memphis Teacher Residency was founded when local philanthropic leaders recognized a need to 
strengthen the city’s schools and approached school district leaders to ask how they could help.  
Increasing the supply of effective teachers emerged as a central challenge, and with assistance from 
Urban Teacher Residency United, Memphis Teacher Residency was created to address this need.  

MTR welcomed its first class of 21 residents in the summer of 2009.  Since then, MTR has grown to 
train about 60 residents annually and also to include initiatives that support and complement the core 
work that takes place in teachers’ classrooms. 

While we know that teachers are the most important school-based factor influencing student 
achievement, we also acknowledge the impact of factors outside of school that affect student 
learning and children’s life outcomes—factors including poverty and its concomitant stresses, early 
childhood education, health, and family educational experiences.  Therefore, MTR concentrates 
its work in specific neighborhoods—Binghampton, Graham Heights, Mitchell Heights, and Orange 
Mound—and communicates and collaborates with neighborhood leaders and organizations and 
churches working in these communities. We are this year extending our work into the Frayser and 
Alcy Ball neighborhoods.

PROGRAM
Residency – MTR begins with a year-long residency. As in the medical residency model, MTR teachers-
in-training (called “residents”) get practical experience in their field and learn by working alongside 
experienced colleagues. Each resident serves as an apprentice teacher in the classroom of a mentor 
teacher all day long every Monday through Thursday.  The resident helps with instructional planning, 
classroom leadership/management, teaching, one-on-one help to students, grading and data tracking, 
and other teacher tasks. Over the course of the year, the resident assumes increasing responsibility. 
The mentor serves as a model for the resident and also provides the resident with guidance and feed-
back, while the mentor maintains responsibility for reaching high levels of student achievement. 

Master of Urban Education – Concurrently with their classroom apprenticeship, residents pursue 
a Master of Urban Education, offered by MTR in partnership with Union University. Professors fo-
cus on how theory and practice align when working with students in Memphis’ high-need schools. 
Residents are pushed to consider what their new knowledge and skills will mean for their students 
“Monday morning.” 
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Teach – MTR graduates commit to serving for at least three years following their residency year as the teacher 
of record in a high-poverty Memphis school. We cluster graduates in neighborhood feeder patterns as a way 
to optimize their impact and create natural opportunities for collaboration, mutual support, and accountability.

Coaching and Professional Development – Throughout their residency and graduate years, an MTR staff coach 
observes each teacher regularly and provides him or her with guidance, feedback, resources, and thought part-
nership. Coaches also coordinate graduate workdays and professional development offerings to meet common 
needs and interests. 

Support – MTRCamp offers children summer learning and character development opportunities. MTRReads 
provides reading coaching to elementary school students during the school year. MTRGive enables individuals 
to financially support classroom projects and needs in MTR teachers’ classrooms. 

MTR PERSPECTIVE
Memphis Teacher Residency has developed a perspective we call Christian Community Education, which draws 
on the insights of the Christian Community Development Association (CCDA) model and of the education 
reform movement. We are motivated by faith, and we interact with all people—including our students, their 
parents, MTR teachers, Shelby County Schools colleagues, and other neighbors—as those created in the image 
of God and thus deserving of respect and love and possessing great potential.  

MTR teachers primarily serve schools in Orange Mound, Binghampton, Graham Heights, and Mitchell Heights. 
We see education as one component of holistic community and youth development, and we take this perspec-
tive in supporting and growing our students. While challenged by high rates of poverty and average ACT scores 
of 14 to 16, our partner neighborhoods are bolstered by strong community ties and by multiple nonprofits and 
churches that are working in partnership to build up the social structures and equip children for a good future. 

For the 2014-2015 school year, MTR has 65 educators placed in Orange Mound schools, 48 educators placed 
in Graham Heights schools, 21 educators placed in Binghampton schools, and 12 educators in Mitchell Heights 
schools (including both residents and graduates).  Some MTR teachers and staff also live in the neighborhoods 
where we work.

MTR RESULTS
MTR is a relatively young program, and we are encouraged by early results. According to Shelby County 
Schools’ Evaluation Report (September 2013), on average, students taught by MTR teachers experienced higher 
than average growth on state tests (TCAP and EOC), which gives the MTR program an overall rating of Level 
5 (strongly significant positive results). As a result, Shelby County Schools evaluators determined in their conclu-
sion that “MTR is indeed making good on its promise of providing the district with effective teachers.” In addi-
tion, the Tennessee Higher Education Commission’s 2013 Report Card on the Effectiveness of Teacher Training 
Programs found that “Memphis Teacher Residency [program has] more completers in the highest performing 
percentile in comparison to all teachers’ performance distributions across the state in the 4th-8th grade TCAP 
composite and math, as well as End of Course exam composite.”
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