
TEXARKANA, Texas — With 
the end of the school year ap-
proaching and standardized test-
ing windows closing, local dis-
tricts are looking forward to mea-
suring their students’ growth in 
anticipation of the upcoming year.

The Associated Press recently 
reported on studies that indicate 
students who cannot read com-
prehensively by the end of third 
grade are more at risk of dropping 
out of school or not finishing high 
school on time.

Tamara McGraw, language 
and social studies curriculum 

coordinator, said Liberty-Eylau 
Independent School District has 
seen great growth in literacy and 
reading comprehension among 
its third-graders. For 2021-22, the 
students collectively passed the 
STAAR assessment — with per-
formance ratings of 59% for Ap-
proaches Grade Level, 30% Meets 
Grade Level and 18% Masters 
Grade Level, according to the Tex-
as Academic Performance Report.

The state averages were Ap-
proaches, 76%; Meets, 51%; Mas-
ters 30%.

“Approaches” means a student 
has satisfactory reading skills but 
likely will need targeted reading 

assistance to do well at the next 
grade level. “Meets” indicates a 
student may need short-term, tar-
geted reading intervention at the
next grade level, while a student 
marked as “Masters” likely will not 
need reading assistance to achieve.

“Last year, our third grade, 
through our English EOC testers
for STAAR, we as a district had 
growth across the board for read-
ing STAAR assessments,” McGraw
said.

The curriculum coordinator 
said all kindergarten through third
grade teachers participate in Tex-
as Reading Academies, which are 
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Man pleads
guilty in 
fentanyl, 
meth case

TEXARKANA — One of five defendants in a
federal conspiracy case to distribute fentanyl and
methamphetamine has pleaded guilty.

Courtney Lewis, 37, pleaded guilty May 4 at a hear-
ing before U.S. Magistrate Judge James Boone Baxter
in the Texarkana Division of U.S. District Court for
the Eastern District of Texas, according to court doc-
uments. Sentencing is pending.

Defendant Darrell Montrell Trotter filed a notice
last week of a plea agreement. A date for a hearing
has not been scheduled, according to documents.

Trotter was indicted in February 2022 after a
search of his home reportedly uncovered hundreds
of pills that contained fentanyl but had been altered
to look like prescription opioids.

A superseding indictment in October 2022 added
four other defendants and an allegation the drugs
were linked to a June 2022 overdose death, according
to court documents.

Charges remain pending against Christopher Kyle
Candelaria, aka, “Candyman,” 32, Nickie Jo Matti-
son, 33, and Kolton Todd Saulsbury, 34, court records
show. Saulsbury is currently free on a $10,000 unse-
cured appearance bond while the other defendants
remain in custody.

Government: Drugs 
linked to 2022 
overdose death
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First-graders 
Zach Cawthon, 

left, and Lane 
Wisdom read 

together in 
the library 

at Margaret 
Davis Fischer 

Elementary 
in Texarkana, 

Texas. For 
2021-22, 

Pleasant Grove 
ISD placed 

above the state 
average in 

reading. (Photo 
courtesy Haley 

Turner)

Arkansas approval opens funding to 38 hospitals

State lawmakers signed off 
on an emergency rule Thurs-
day that will allow rural hos-
pitals to access a new pot of 
federal funding.

The regulation will allow 
financially strapped facilities 
to apply for a Rural Emergen-
cy Hospital designation that 
will open the facilities up to 
millions of dollars in federal 
assistance and higher Medi-
care reimbursement rates. 
The regulation is an emergen-
cy rule, meaning it will take 

effect after the Arkansas Leg-
islative Council meets today.

The General Assembly 
approved legislation in Feb-
ruary enabling the state De-
partment of Health to begin 
work on the regulation that 
will allow hospitals to apply 
for the new status. The des-
ignation is open to small, ru-
ral health care facilities that 
provide mostly outpatient 
and emergency care. In ex-
change, facilities that receive 
licensure as a Rural Emergen-
cy Hospital will have to drop 
most kinds of inpatient care.

Thirty-eight hospitals in 
Arkansas will be eligible to 
apply for the Rural Emergen-
cy Hospital designation, ac-
cording to the Arkansas De-
partment of Health. While the 
Arkansas Legislative Council 
Executive Subcommittee ap-
proved the emergency rule 
Thursday, the state Board of 
Health approved a permanent 
rule in April that will have to 
go through a public comment 
process before it can take 
effect. The emergency rule 
lawmakers approved Thurs-
day will last 120 days.

Approval for the emer-
gency rules comes after 
lawmakers passed House 
Bill 1127, now Act 59, in Feb-
ruary, clearing the way for 
the Department of Health to 
establish rules for hospitals 
applying for the designation. 
Rep. Lee Johnson, sponsor of 
the law, said in February the 
new designation is a sign of 
the changing landscape in ru-
ral medicine with hospitals 
focused more on emergency 
and outpatient services.

Hospitals that qualify for 
Rural Emergency Hospital 

licensure will be reimbursed 
an additional 5% for Medi-
care outpatient services and 
$272,866 in monthly payments 

for facilities in 2023, and the 
chance for more funds in 
2024, according to the Centers 

They qualify for U.S. cash with emergency designation

Walk of 
Love

Marie Ferdinand-Harris, 
co-founder of the Be Like CJ 

Foundation, speaks with a 
supporter (above) Saturday 
during the foundation’s fi rst 

Walk of Love in downtown Tex-
arkana, Ark. In addition to the 
walk, the event featured ven-
dors, food trucks, games and 
bounce houses. The Be Like 

CJ Foundation was formed to 
continue the legacy of Ferdi-

nand-Harris’ son, Cedrick “CJ” 
Harris Jr. CJ died after a tragic 

accident in 2021. The group’s 
goal is to share the impor-

tance of living a loving life with 
students. (Staff photos by 

Danielle Dupree)
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