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Food pantry extends its reach11,900 DSC 
students to 
attend class
virtually

Hannah Davis|DTT

Workers at Heartland Hands work to keep the food pantry stocked and organized.
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Sheriff’s Department

Deputy William Nichols drowned 

in Florida last week after helping 

his son get safely back to shore.

A total of 11,900 students 

across DeSoto County will 

not be returning to class-

rooms on August 10, but 

will instead attend school 

through the county’s full-

time Virtual Instruction 

Program, dubbed the VIP 

option.This makes up nearly 

one-third of the 36,000 stu-

dents enrolled county-wide. 

Teachers have expressed 

concern over class sizes 

being too large to properly 

follow social distancing 

guidelines. This number is 

the first indication of how 

classrooms will look during 

the Fall semester compared 

to previous years. 

“Social distancing is going 

to be a challenge. Social dis-

tancing and school efficien-

cy do not go hand in hand 

because schools are built 

on efficiency,” said Cory 

Uselton, Superintendent of 

Education for DeSoto Coun-

ty Schools. 

All students who signed up 

are locked into the program 

for at least the first nine 

weeks of school. At the end 

of each quarter, parents will 

be able to decide whether to 

keep their child enrolled in 

distance learning or return 

them to in-class instruction. 

All core classes are avail-

able for distance learning 

students, but elective cours-

es are not. Students enrolled 

in the VIP program will 

not be able to participate in 

school athletics or fine arts 

programs.

Both the VIP and class-

room settings will use the 

Schoology platform for stu-

dents to receive and submit 

assignments. The current 

plan is to have lessons re-

corded and uploaded online 

the following day for any 

student that needs them. 

Using one platform dis-

trict-wide will prevent the 

confusion and problems seen 

during the distance-learning 

portion of last Spring, which 

Uselton described more as 

“emergency learning.” 

“Let’s say, you had stu-

dents at three different 

schools, or even with three 

different teachers, they 

might be using a different 

platform. That’s no longer 

the case,” Uselton said.

At Heartland Hands, a non-profit food pantry 

in Southaven, the working motto of one volun-

teer is “change one life at a time.”

Heartland Hands was originally a small food 

pantry in conjunction with a shelter that was 

set up during Hurricane Katrina. Over the past 

14 years, that small pantry in the backroom of 

a church, turned into one of the largest food 

pantries in DeSoto County. It has grown to the 

point where it not only distributes to individ-

ual families in the county, but also other food 

pantries across the state.

Heartland Hands was originally born out of 

a desire to take care of Southaven and Horn 

Lake families. Pastor Mike Higgins, Co-Direc-

tor of Heartland Hands said that they are, for 

lack of a better word, an emergency hub. They 

receive donations from corporations like USDA 

and Mid-South Food Bank, as well as farmers, 

truck drivers, and grocery chains. They then 

distribute those donations to families and 

smaller food pantries that may be struggling to 

stay open.

“Ironically, Covid-19 has caused about a 

50% increase of food we’ve gotten in because 

the local farmers and even food distributors 

A majority of Mississippi edu-

cators are opposed to reopening 

schools in the coming weeks, 

according to a survey of nearly 

2,400 teachers, administrators, 

teacher assistants, counselors 

and other school employees.

Over 200 DeSoto County edu-

cators responded to the survey, 

which the Mississippi Asso-

ciation of Educators (MAE) 

released today. The results 

reported that 41.6% of respon-

dents across the state want a 

hybrid learning model for the 

reopening of schools and 40.2% 

are in favor of virtual learning 

only as school resumes. Far 

fewer respondents — 18.2% — 

wanted to reopen schools with 

traditional, in-person classes.

“Honestly I’m scared,” said 

one DeSoto County teacher in 

the anonymous survey, accord-

ing to MAE. “There has been 

an uptick in cases and people 

aren’t wearing [masks]. My dad 

is going through chemo and I 

have asthma and other under-

lying conditions. Also there 

needs to be special consider-

ations for when a teacher has to 

miss 14 days of school.”

Most of the respondents were 

teachers, though some ad-

ministrators and other school 

employees also weighed in.

“We should start after Labor 

Day so that we can have at least 

a month to work with teachers 

to get a plan together for the 

year,” one school-level adminis-

trator said in the survey.

Just under half of educators 

surveyed said that their school 

or district had offered training 

for online teaching during the 

summer.

Far fewer educators — 8.1% 

— said they had been offered 

training during the summer to 

address the effects of the pan-

demic on students’ social and 

emotional health.

One teacher noted in the sur-

vey that they believed reopen-

ing was not actually in the best 

interest of the students.

“Yes, students learn best 

when in a classroom, but the 

number of hoops we are going 

to have to jump through every 

class and every period to make 

it where we can make school 

remotely safe is asking way too 

much of us as educators and 

Educators wary of return to schools
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