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HELENA-WEST HELENA — 
Cathy Cunningham browses 
the bulletin board at KIPP Del-

ta Collegiate High School with great 
interest. There is a map of the United 
States, dotted with pushpins marking 
the locations of the colleges where 
students applied. It is surrounded by 
pages of college acceptance letters.

In the economically depressed 
Arkansas Delta town of Helena-West 
Helena, the percentage of the popula-
tion with a bachelor’s degree is below 
the state average, which is far below 
the U.S. average. But all of the students 
at KIPP Delta have higher education 
goals. (KIPP stands for Knowledge Is 
Power Program.)

Cunningham has watched those 
students — and the school — grow 
for more than eight years. In fact, she 
sprang into action as soon as she heard 
that a group was looking into starting 
a new school somewhere in the Delta. 
She rallied supporters, helped find and 
secure facilities and funds, and when 
the deal was done, she followed school 
buses to help recruit students.

This week, 23 students who have 
been calling themselves the Class of 
2010 since they started fifth grade will 
become the first graduating class of 
KIPP Delta Collegiate High School in 
Helena-West Helena.

KIPP, a national network of 82 pub-
lic college-preparatory schools in 19 
states and the District of Columbia, has 
a proven track record for raising the 
achievement levels of at-risk youth. 

“One thing that we liked about the 
KIPP program, and believed would 
be true here, was the realization that 
some children need more time in the 
classroom, and that teachers may need 
more time with those students to help 
them gain an equal footing with stu-
dents who have had a lot more oppor-
tunities,” says Cunningham. “Once 
they are able to reach that point, the 
sky’s the limit.”

School days at the three open-
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Tina and Haitham Alley take the slogan 
of the Greek Food Festival to heart: “Serving 
food, friends and the community.”

The Alleys and the congregation of An-
nunciation Greek Orthodox Church give 
that motto more than lip service.

In the past decade, the Greek Food Fes-
tival, Greekfest Golf Classic and Taste of 
the Mediterranean have raised more than 
$1 million for Arkansas charities and the 
church.

“That’s what we try to do in our church, 
that’s what it’s all about,” Haitham says. “It’s 
giving back to our community, that’s why 
we do it.”

Haitham is the chairman of the Golf Clas-
sic, which tees off Monday at the Chenal 
Country Club; Tina is co-chairman of the 
Food Festival, which takes place Friday-May 
23 at the church, 1100 Napa Valley Drive, 
Little Rock. Taste of the Mediterranean, the 

first event of the three, was held Friday.
Easter Seals Arkansas and the church 

share net proceeds from the golf tournament 
and Taste of the Mediterranean, while seven 
charities and the church share net proceeds 
from the Food Festival. This year’s Food Fes-
tival beneficiaries are Arkansas Foodbank 
Network, Centers for Youth and Families, 
Community Connections, Easter Seals Ar-
kansas, Harmony Health Clinic, Love Truth 
Care Inc. and Youth Home.

“We rotate the charities and our mem-
bers vote on the applications,” Tina says. 
The selection process also brings in smaller 
groups such as Harmony Health Clinic.

“Not a lot of people know about Har-
mony,” Tina says. “They provide free [health 
and dental] services for families and people 
in need.”

The benefiting organizations help staff 
the festival events, numbering some 500-
plus volunteers for the food festival alone 

Costumed, dancing kids
buoy Greek fest’s leaders
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“As a charter school we don’t get facility dollars from the state so we take baby steps. We have some exciting 
plans we’re not ready to talk about yet. We’ll get there.”
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Tina and Haitham Alley agree that their favorite part of the Greek Food Festival is seeing children 
dressed in traditional Greek and Middle Eastern costumes perform cultural dances. Tina is co-
chairing the Food Festival while Haitham is heading up the Greekfest Golf Classic.
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enrollment KIPP charter 
schools are longer than tra-
ditional public school days, 
lasting until about 5 p.m. And 
there are classes every other 
Saturday.

Charter schools are tax-
payer-supported and operate 
according to the terms in a 
charter or contract with the 
state. Some state laws and 
rules that govern traditional 
public schools are waived for 
charter schools, but they are 
still held responsible for stu-
dent achievement rates. 

KIPP Delta Elementary 
Literacy Academy currently 
serves kindergarten and first 
grade and will add a level each 
year through fourth grade; 
grades five through eight, and 
nine through 12 are served by 
the KIPP Delta College Pre-
paratory School and the high 
school. KIPP Delta is a rural 
cluster of KIPP schools, ex-
pected to grow to 12 schools 
in the next decade. In the fall, 
a new KIPP school will open 
in Blytheville.

Cunningham, a quintes-
sential behind-the-scenes 
type, downplays her part in 
bringing the school to Hel-
ena-West Helena. 

“I’m a volunteer,” she 
insists. “A supporter. I just 
support all these wonderful 
folks.”

She doesn’t deny, though, 
that it is changing lives.

“And it will change more 
lives,” she says. “I think it 
will eventually change the 
Delta.” 

By the time Cunningham 
got involved with KIPP, her 
reputation for trying to better 
her community had long been 
established.

Among other things, she 
had worked toward the cre-
ation of the Delta Cultural 
Center, a museum dedicated 
to the history and culture of 
the Arkansas Delta, by the Ar-
kansas Department of Heri-
tage. The museum houses 
various art exhibits and hosts 
the Arkansas Blues and Heri-
tage Festival, formerly known 
as the King Biscuit Blues Fes-
tival.

Bobbie Heffington, who 
retired from the Department 
of Heritage in July, worked 
closely with Cunningham on 
that project.

There were skeptics, Hef-
fington says, but Cunningham 
was not discouraged.

“I guess that when you live 
someplace, and you’re around 
the negative all the time, it’s 
hard to see past the boarded-
up stores and it’s hard to see 
past abandoned buildings to 
really focus on what is so at-
tractive in that community. Its 
very history is attractive, and 
she keeps her eye on that,” 
Heffington says. 

U.S. District Judge for the 
Eastern District Brian Miller 
remembers when Cunning-
ham and her husband went 
to City Hall to ask his father, 
then Mayor Robert Miller, 
about bringing KIPP to Hel-
ena-West Helena.

“They always give credit 
to my father — and don’t get 
me wrong, if we had had a dif-
ferent mayor than my father, 
someone who gave in more 
to the political forces around 
here, we may not have had 
KIPP,” Miller says. “I do give 
my father credit for stepping 
up and saying this is some-
thing we need to do. But it 
was not his idea. It was abso-
lutely brought to his attention 
by Ernest and Cathy.”

Miller also credits Cun-
ningham with the new Court-
house Square Park, once an 
eyesore with ramshackle 
sheds and an abandoned gas 
station. New trees have re-

placed the old buildings, and 
the area is becoming a nice 
place to relax.

“Cathy is one of those 
handful of people we have 
over here who are involved 
in just about everything and 
it seems to me that the only 
thing they want to do is just 
make this a nice place to live,” 
Miller says.

DELTA PRIDE
About five years ago, Phil 

Baldwin, chief executive of-
ficer of Southern Bancorp., 
which identifies itself as a 
rural development bank, 
asked Cunningham to work 
for the company’s nonprofit 
side, the Delta Bridge Project. 
Its objective is to transform 
Phillips County into a cultural 
and economic force.

“I said, ‘No, I don’t want to 
work full time anywhere!’ I 
liked what I was doing,” Cun-
ningham says.

She was managing partner 
of the Edwardian Inn back 
then, a 1904 house that she 
and husband Ernest restored 
and turned into a bed and 
breakfast.

Baldwin persisted. “I knew 
she would do most of what 
she was doing anyway, for 
free, but I thought it would 
be better if she was on our 
team.”

As community develop-
ment coordinator for South-
ern Bancorp Capital Partners, 
Cunningham is working on 
a Civil War interpretation 
plan the company hopes will 
become a source of pride 

and tourism revenue for the 
county.

“There’s a story in Helena, 
in our Civil War history, that 
has not been told in the past 
and that is that Helena was 
occupied by the Union forces 
from around 1862 until 1866,” 
Cunningham says. “No one 
has ever told the story of what 
happened to all the people 
who actually lived through 
that occupation. You know, 
what did the women think? 
What did the children think? 
The African-American slaves 
that followed the Union ar-
my into Helena — what hap-
pened to them? And through 
letters and reports — we’ve 
had some consultants that 
have been outstanding, and 
they have put together a tre-
mendous project for us and 
now we’re getting the funds 
to implement that.”

An old school building was 
torn down recently to make 
way for the reconstruction 
of the old Union fort, Fort 
Curtis, as a future Civil War 
interpretive site.

Southern Bancorp bought a 
Civil War-era house on Biscoe 
Street that will be restored to 
serve as a Civil War informa-
tion center. Across from that 
will be Freedom Park, where 
plaques will describe what 
happened as slaves followed 
the Union Army into town, as 
they became contraband of 
the Union Army and as they 
signed up and fought for the 
Union Army.

“In our community — 
we’re about 60 percent Af-

rican-American — and for a 
long time, until we found out 
what the real history was, 
and the importance to the 
African American commu-
nity, you didn’t want to talk 
about the Civil War because 
people thought that was a 
bad thing. They didn’t see the 
positives that came out of the 
Civil War,” Cunningham says. 
“Phillips County had seven 
Confederate generals, and so 
that’s the only story that has 
been talked about for years.”

SMALL-TOWN COLLEGE
Cunningham was born in 

Dunsmuir, Calif., Her father, 
Bob Martin, was a fuel quar-
terman with the U.S. Civil 
Service Commission, so the 
family moved around a bit. 
Her mother, Nancy, was a 
clerk with the civil service. 

When she was in junior 
high school, they moved to 
Newfoundland for three years 
before settling in Millington, 
Tenn., just north of Memphis, 
where she graduated from 
high school.

“I wanted to go to a small 
college because growing up 
and in high school and with 
Daddy being with the Civil 
Services on the Navy bases, 
the classes were always huge,” 
Cunningham says. “And so 
mother and I toured around 
and it was between Hendrix 
College and the University 
of Arkansas at Monticello. 
I chose Monticello because 
I wanted to have a football 
team. Is that not awful?” she 
laughs.

She completed a bachelor’s 
degree in business in 1967 and 
then moved to Washington to 
work for Sen. John McClellan 
for a year.

She met her first husband, 
Jim, and moved back to Ar-
kansas to marry. Jim, a certi-
fied public accountant, died 
of a rare form of pneumonia 
just four years later, making 
Cunningham a widow at 26.

She went to the Univer-
sity of Central of Arkansas in 
Conway, earning a master’s of 
business of administration in 
1978, the same year she mar-
ried Ernest.

Ernest Cunningham, a for-
mer state representative and 
now a lobbyist, is a native of 
Helena. She moved there to 
be with him.

“I was miserable because 
I didn’t know anybody,” Cun-
ningham says. “Then I went 
to work for a man here in 
town — people are wonder-
ful, but he told Ernest that 
he wanted me to come down 
and answer the phone. I went 
down and was receptionist 
for Blackhawk Warehousing 
and Leasing.

“And then I worked my 
way up to vice president of 
the company. It was a great 
experience, it really was. But I 
quit that to get into preserva-
tion and we bought two old 
houses — the Allin House 
and the Edwardian Inn — and 
we restored those.”

They turned the Allin 
House into a small office 
building. They sold the Ed-
wardian Inn about 10 years 
ago, and then they looked at 
another old house.

“I thought we were going 
to look at it for another bed 
and breakfast, so when we 
walked out he said, ‘I think I’d 
like to live here,’ and I said, ‘I 
think you’ve lost your mind,’” 
Cunningham laughs.

They redid that house, 
about five blocks from the 
KIPP school, now filled with 
elegance and whimsy and 
flanked by a sizable garden, 
with a koi pond, walls with 
murals, lush greenery and 
beautiful blooms.

The Cunninghams volun-
teered to teach gardening two 
Saturday mornings a month to 
the fifth graders at KIPP the 
first year the school was open, 
which curtailed their atten-
dance at Arkansas Razorbacks 
football games that fall.

For Scott Shirey, founder 
and director of KIPP Delta, 
that was further confirmation 
Cunningham was a friend of 
the school.

“For me, somebody com-
ing from the outside, coming 
to Helena where there was al-
ready an assembled group of 
supporters made a huge dif-
ference. We wanted to go to 
a community where we were 
wanted and supported, and 
Cathy really paved the way 
for all that,” Shirey says. 

GRADUATION DAY
Cunningham is looking 

forward to this week.
She and her husband will 

host a luncheon Monday for 
high school seniors at their 
home. Wednesday night, 
there will be a banquet hon-
oring seniors with special 
awards and scholarships and 
announcing what college they 
will attend.

“Graduation will be Thurs-
day night and will be followed 
by a reception honoring the 
seniors at the Fine Arts Cen-
ter,” she says. “Ernest and I 
are also excited because our 
children and grandchildren 
from Little Rock will be with 
us.”

Their son Baker Cunning-
ham lives in Little Rock with 
his wife, Ashley, and their 
children, Will and Walker. 
Son Cotter Cunningham lives 
in Texas with his wife, Edie, 
and their children, Hailey, 
Peyton and Truman.

For her eighth birthday, 
Peyton, now 13, asked her 
friends to give contributions 
to KIPP instead of presents 
to her.

“She had heard all of us talk 
so much about KIPP,” Cun-
ningham says. “Her mom and 
dad ended up matching what 
they brought, so she ended up 
raising about $800.”

The school used the mon-
ey to buy drums and start a 
drum line.

“She hasn’t heard them 
play yet. She will have to 
hear them play,” Cunningham 
says.

The middle school is 
housed in a new building, 
with the lower grades in the 
old train depot across the 
street. The high school is 
largely made up of portable 
buildings, although plans 
call for building a new high 
school and middle school 
and moving the elementary 
school into what is now the 
middle school.

“As a charter school we 
don’t get facility dollars from 
the state so we take baby 
steps,” she says. “We have 
some exciting plans we’re not 
ready to talk about yet. We’ll 
get there.”

and about 30 for the golf tour-
nament.

“They are eager to be 
there,” Tina says of the volun-
teers. “Stephanie Wilcox, our 
volunteer coordinator, orga-
nizes the shifts and schedules 
the volunteers; it’s amazing.”

Haitham says as parents, 
he and Tina are thrilled to 
support organizations that 
help children and children 
with disabilities.

“That’s close to our heart, 
it resonates with us,” he 
says.

Raouf Kassissieh is the 
other co-chairman of the food 
festival. 

“I’ve always been happy to 
work on this event in whatev-
er capacity,” Tina says. “The 
odds are we know someone 
who’s been helped by one of 
the charities. That’s a big one 
for me.”

The Alleys also view the 

events as a teaching opportu-
nity for their three children.

“It’s about walking the 
walk,” Tina says. “Our chil-
dren work at the festival, it’s 
a good lesson for them to be 
involved.”

The economy has pre-
sented its challenges for the 
events, but Haitham, gen-
eral manager of Diversified 
Construction Materials, says 
they’ve met their budget.

“We’ve had to work harder, 
but our community has been 
very supportive,” he says. 
“We’ve got nearly all of last 
year’s golf teams back this 
year.”

Speaking of golf, a ques-
tion had to be asked:

Do either of the Alleys 
play?

T h e y  b o t h  l a u g h e d  
loudly.

“We know how to raise 
money, that’s it,” Haitham 
says. “I do drive Father 
Nicholas [pastor at Annun-
ciation] around the course in 
a golf cart during the tourna-

ment to meet and greet the 
players.”

The Alleys enthusiastically 
tout the Greek Food Festival’s 
family-friendly atmosphere.

“Admission is free, parking 
is free, the trolley is free and 
the entertainment is free,” 
Haitham says. “Our church 
neighbors have been very 
generous in letting our pa-
trons use their parking lots.”

“We have a kids area with 
rides, face painting and lots 
of things for kids to do,” Tina 
says. 

Tina says the women who 
work in the kitchen are the 
unsung heroes of the Greek 
Food Festival, which she says 
is the largest ethnic festival in 
Arkansas. 

“The women began mak-
ing baklava and the other 
pastries in February and pack 
them into boxes and put them 
in the freezer,” Tina says. “Ev-
erything else is made fresh 
during the festival.”

When asked to name their 
favorite part of the festival, 

the Alleys were very much 
in agreement.

“Of course we love the 
food, but my favorite part of all 
this is seeing our parishioners’ 
children dressed in tradition-
al Greek and Middle Eastern 
costumes doing our cultural 
dances,” Haitham says.

And while tradition holds 
center court, modern tech-
nology has also helped boost 
the festival. There is a web-
site, greekfoodfest.com and 
a Facebook page. And she 
plans to send tweets during 
the event.

“Tina has been posting 
recipes on the Facebook site 
and the response has been 
great,” Haitham says.

Another popular feature of 
the festival is a drive-through 
for food. Orders can be placed 
on the website during the fes-
tival.

“Just click on the olive, 
place your order and drive on 
over and pick it up,” Haitham 
says. “We’ll be ready and wait-
ing for you.”

Alleys
• Continued from Page 1D

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette/STATON BREIDENTHAL

The Greek Food Festival is a family affair for Tina and Haitham Al-
ley. The Greek Food Festival takes place Friday through May 23. 
The Greekfest Golf Classic begins Monday.
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“One thing that we liked about the KIPP program 
... was the realization that some children need more 
time in the classroom, and that teachers may need 
more time with those students to help them gain an 
equal footing with students who have had a lot more 
opportunities.”

m DATE AND PLACE OF BIRTH Jan. 28, 1946, Dunsmuir, 
Calif.

m MY FAVORITE THING ABOUT SCHOOL WAS Special 
friends and algebra.

m WHAT I LIKE MOST ABOUT HELENA IS The slower 
way of life, and the fields being prepared for crops in 
the spring.

m THE BOOKS I MOST RECENTLY READ AND LIKED 
WERE Hollowing Out the Middle — The Rural Brain 
Drain and What It Means for America; The Help; and 
Game Change.

m TO MY FANTASY DINNER PARTY I WOULD INVITE 
My husband, Ernest; KIPP school leader Scott Shirey; 
John Walton, to see the success of what he helped start 
with the graduation of these KIPP students; and Wendy 
Kopp, Teach for America founder.

m IF I WERE STRANDED ON A DESERT ISLAND, I 
WOULD HAVE TO HAVE Sunscreen, wine and a good 
book.

m MY FAVORITE TIME OF DAY IS Early morning.

m IF I COULD CHANGE ONE THING IT WOULD BE For 
all of us to be more tolerant.

m SOMETHING FEW PEOPLE KNOW ABOUT ME IS I 
love a Sunday afternoon nap.

m ONE WORD TO SUM ME UP Optimistic.

SELF PORTRAIT
Cathy Cunningham

Cunningham
v Continued from 1D


