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a conversation with
Kling on Jackson Academy leadership

Cliff Kling is the new president of
Jackson Academy (JA). Kling, who has
served as chief financial officer and gener-
al counsel at the school since May 2000,
has a bachelor’s degree in business admin-
istration from Georgetown University, and
a juris doctor from the University of
Mississippi School of Law. 

He and his wife, Heather, have two chil-
dren, Ainsley, 10, and Alise, 6, both of
whom are students at JA. He recently
spoke to Sun Staff Writer Anthony Warren
about his new role and his plans for the
school. He replaces longtime President
Peter Jernberg, who retired.

How has the transition been? 
“It’s been great. One of the things I’d

like to point out is the thoughtfulness of the
board of trustees. The transition process
began about three years ago, when Mr.
(Peter) Jernberg began discussions with the
board about retirement. Any time you have
a 26-year head of school retiring, it can be
disruptive to the school community. The
board realized that and formed a succes-
sion plan committee. The committee began
exploring the avenue of finding a succes-
sor, which involved discussions with
national search consultants. 

“Our board wanted to vet internal candi-
dates at the school, my candidacy, before
they began a national search. They (the
committee and board) met with me, and
we had 35 hours of interviews. It was very
thorough, and I appreciate that. If they had
not been fully satisfied, they would have
begun a national search. I am honored and
privileged to serve JA in this role.” 

Why did you want to be president? 
“A member of the board of trustees

involved in the succession planning
process spoke to me about my interest in
the position. It was an honor to be thought

of in that way. Mr. Jernberg had also talked
to me many years ago, so the seed had
been planted. At that time, I didn’t know
what I wanted to do, because I was enjoy-
ing my current job. 

“My desire was born out of our strategic
planning process in 2009 and 2010, when
we were looking at changes in education,
and I was going to conferences and speak-
ing and listening and becoming attuned to
changes. I became excited about being in a
role where I could help JA navigate the
changing tide of education. Education has
become more responsive to students in a
way we have not seen before, and I wanted
to be a part of it.” 

How has education become more
responsive?

“We have the technology now that
allows us to provide different forms of
instruction; we also know more about how
children’s brains work, and, with project-
based learning, we can see if students are
actually engaged in active learning, and not
just sitting in class and tuning out a lecture.  

“My excitement for the role is that all
around us changes are taking place with
the end in mind of reaching students.
That’s what I think about when I come to
work – to connect with children on what
they’re passionate about.” 

What are some of the things JA is
doing to reach students? 

“We’ve done a lot. One thing we’ve real-
ly focused on is looking deep into the
teaching method and exploring what our
teachers do. We get the teachers to take a
look, and have had them move from being
a sage on the stage to a guide on the side
(Kling said he borrowed this phrase.),
where students are more in control of the
learning paths they choose (within the con-
fines of the course objectives and syllabus).

We have highlighted the changing roles of
teachers, where they are not just standing
at the front of the class and giving a lecture
for 50 minutes, but are guiding students
through the learning objectives. 

“At their own pace, students explore
what interests them. For example, after
reading a book in one class, instead of
doing traditional book reports, the teacher
told the students to use technology to show
what they learned. One group of students
created a virtual walk-through of the
Bastille. They had to write a script, learn
the dimensions of the Bastille. This shows
that when students are engaged in learning
and when they care about it, their knowl-
edge goes through the roof.”

You mention technology. How long
has JA had the one-to-one program in
place?

“We are in the third year of our one-to-
one program, which puts an Apple device
in the hands of every student from pre-
kindergarten to 12th grade.  

“In January we were named an Apple
Distinguished School. We are the only
school in Mississippi to have that designa-
tion, and it’s not just a designation given
based on the number of Apple devices you
buy. In order to earn the designation, you
have to show how the devices are impact-
ing learning and teaching on campus. Our
focus is not on the devices; they’re just
tools we use to facilitate learning in ways
that have not been done. 

“We also have put in three new STEM
labs (STEM stands for Science,
Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics.) for grades one through
eight, which provide learning from an
interdisciplinary approach in those areas.
Immediately, students became more inter-
ested in science concepts. Our fourth-grade

See Cliff Kling, Page 8A

“Education has become more
responsive to students in a way 
we have not seen before, and I

wanted to be a 

PART OF IT.”
-Cliff Kling



Continued from Page 3A
students were polled on their favorite part of school, and they
said the STEM labs, where previously they might have said
recess or lunch.” 

Let’s talk about the strategic planning process. Is JA
working on a new strategic plan now?

“The very initial stages have begun with the establishment
of the strategic planning committee of the board of trustees.
Pat Taylor, our headmaster, will lead many aspects of the
planning, along with the board. It will be a very inclusive
process, and we anticipate having several committees dealing
with subject areas. It’s too early to say those areas. One of the
first things we’re going to do is have many of our stakehold-
ers come in, and have a facilitator listen to them and report
back to the board. As an administration, we will come in with
ideas of what we want to address, but it’s too premature to
print those ideas right now.” 

When will the plan be ready? 
“We anticipate having a plan, presenting to the board (It is

ultimately adopted by and approved by the board of
trustees.), and having it approved at the board’s March 2015
meeting.” 

How long will the plan last once it’s in place? 
“Traditionally strategic plans are five-year plans. With the

last plan, we completed every major component in four years.
We are starting our new one now, because we were fortunate
enough to complete our last plan earlier than expected.” 

What were the things completed in the last plan?
“In the governance area, we moved the board chair posi-

tion from a one-year position to a two-year position; there
were certain financial goals regarding stability and budget
planning that we reached.  Under academic programs and
curriculum, we wanted to transform learning to be more stu-
dent-centered, to help students develop essential skills in
communications, collaboration, critical thinking, problem
solving, global culture and understanding.

“Our last plan focused on those skills; we had the one-to-
one program as a tactic to infuse those skills into the curricu-
lum.”

After doing so much over the past few years, where
does JA go from here?

“That’s a great question. We were privileged last year to
have 17 schools to look at the teaching and learning that hap-

pens here. That’s a good indication that we’re doing some-
thing right. The next steps forward are potentially harder.
One of the things we feel as administrators, is that despite all
of this, we’re not satisfied. We always want to continue
improving the school.”  
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RETIRED JUDGE HENRY LACKEY has been
appointed to hear a wrongful termination case involving
the Hinds County Board of Supervisors and Airwave
LLC. 

The former Lafayette County circuit judge was
appointed last week by the Mississippi Supreme Court,
after all four of Hinds County’s circuit judges recused
themselves. 

No date for the trial had been set at press time, accord-
ing to Hinds County board attorney Pieter Teeuwissen. 

“We look forward to having our arguments before
Judge Lackey,” he said. 

Airwave filed suit against the board in June for wrong-
ful termination. 

The board canceled two contracts with the Jackson-
based service provider earlier this year. The first contract
was for Airwave to maintain the county’s six tower sites,
and ran the county around $10,000 a month. 

Airwave’s radio maintenance contract was cancelled in
April, after the board determined that the firm had not
done the work it was hired to do. 

The company had been paid more than $4 million
since 2008 to maintain the county’s 800 MHz system. 

Airwave attorney Robert Gibbs said the board “voted
to prematurely cancel Airwave’s contract … in direct vio-
lation of the contract terms.”  The contract was set to
expire in October, according to Gibbs. Airwave is calling
the breach “arbitrary, capricious, unlawful, unreasonable
and not supported by substantial evidence.”

The county, though, will likely ask that the case be dis-
missed, because the appeal was filed more than 10 days
after the board’s decision, according to Teeuwissen.

Under state statute, individuals have 10 days to file an
appeal of a decision of a board of supervisors, city coun-
cil or other local governing body, with the circuit court. 

Airwave filed its appeal in June, months after the board
canceled its radio agreement in April. “They had 10 days
to file a bill of exception, and are now calling it a breach
of contract case,” Teeuwissen said. 

Airwave is seeking $756,000 in damages. 

JUDGE LACKEY 
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