
 
 
Challenge Program Pushes Students To Expand Thinking 
TUPELO, Miss. — Think different. Look outside the box. Be unique. Don’t be afraid to express a 
varying perspective. 
 
Students with that mindset are the ones typically found within the confines of Challenge, the 
ever-evolving gifted program of the Tupelo Public School District for grades 2-6. 
 
“With Challenge, we want to enrich our academics for our students to take it a step further and 
use their thinking skills,” said Sherry Willis, who has taught this program for 18 years. “It’s a 
project-based curriculum where students learn to work together while also learning to sharpen 
their individualized skills.” 
 
Grades alone don’t provide automatic entry into Challenge. In fact, it’s just one component of 
many. 
 
In the first grade, all students are screened and assessed through the Raven model. From that 
group, students who scored in the top 90th percentile are then referred for gifted testing. A 
score of 91st percentile or above must be obtained for eligibility. 
 
And that’s where the fun begins. 
 
In grades 2-5, Challenge students are in a pullout program. They come to Challenge one day a 
week for 5 hours. Sixth-grade students come each day for one hour. While working on the 
gifted process skills, some may focus on research, while others find themselves working on 
public speaking or problem solving. Service learning is also a big part of the gifted program. 



 
There’s also a creativity component, as well as an allotted time for students to pursue the 
various things that interest them the most. 
 
“The parents tell us that Challenge days are their kid’s favorite,” said Christy Morgan, a fifth-
year Challenge teacher. “It’s a chance for them to spread their wings and find their identity.” 
 
The teachers thrive as well. Willis said it’s made her a better teacher and educator and is driven 
by her students’ success. 
 
She recalls one project in particular that brought out smiles and a definite feeling of 
accomplishment. She had her students focus on Egypt and the region’s archeology. Detailed 
research led them to building a pyramid and making mummies. And when they presented their 
project to their peers, they wore the costumes of that era to make a powerful impact and to 
bring that Egyptian time period to life. 
 
“They were truly vested in this project,” Willis said. “They each had a voice, and we all learned.”  
 
Every fall, all the schools come together at Tupelo Middle School for Family Fun Night. It’s a 
time for the Challenge students to show off their projects and their different avenues of 
learning. It’s always a big hit not only for the kids, the but the parents and other family 
members as well. 
 
“They get to see what we do every day,” Morgan said. “They see how we trick our students into 
learning by having fun.” 
 
It’s also the end result of thinking different and bringing a new perspective to learning, 
something these students aren’t afraid to do. 
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