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How do you conduct a community service project and at the same time teach a lesson to children 

using the newly implemented Common Core State Standards? Just ask Petal Primary School 

second grade teacher Melanie Hendry!  

 

Hendry, along with her second graders, developed “The Great Cereal Challenge” to collect 

cereal to donate to the Petal Children’s Task Force and, at the same time, collect data to use for 

their math lessons. The experience reflects the use of the new standards that were begun this 

school year at Petal Primary School. Common Core State Standards is a significant education 

initiative that will help ensure that Mississippi’s children are competing on a level playing field 

with children throughout the nation. CCSS will provide consistent expectations across states and 

will ensure that all students, regardless of location, have internationally benchmarked standards 

that are uniform. Common Core impacts classroom instruction by focusing on “what students 

need to be able to do” as opposed to “what’s taught.” 

 

Teachers at all schools in the Petal School District have been participating in extensive training 

dealing with CCSS this school year. Petal Primary has been the first school to fully implement 

the new initiative and the teachers and administrators are extremely pleased with the results they 

are seeing. According to Principal Dede Smith, the new way of teaching is impacting 

expectations and revamping the manner in which lessons are being taught. “We are excited to see 

that our students are excelling with the new standards and approaches in how we are now 

teaching. It’s also great to see how our teachers have worked diligently to learn as much as 

possible about Common Core. They have worked tirelessly to research and develop new lessons 

that are improved for all students. There is no doubt that the teaching going on at Petal Primary 

School is better than ever!”  

 

The Great Cereal Challenge is a prime example of how things have changed in the minds of 

teachers. Instead of just asking students to donate cereal, Ms. Hendry took on the challenge of 

turning the drive into a learning experience and let the students take an active role in the 

development of the collection. The students began the cereal drive  by advertising the event to 

their fellow students at Petal Primary. Handmade signs were posted in the hallways and 

Hendry’s students visited classrooms to explain the month-long campaign. Notes were sent home 

asking parents to participate by sending boxes of cereal during the month of February. During 

the month, teachers sent reminder notes and students were encouraged to donate during the 

intercom announcements. An incentive that fit right in with the cereal focus was offered to the 

class from each grade that donated the most boxes. The winning classes would receive a Rice 

Krispie Treat Party hosted by Hendry’s class! 

 

Each day during the month of February, students brought boxes of cereal to school. Individual 

classes tallied the number of boxes brought in and some posted their totals on posters on their 

classroom doors. Some classes even had competitions between the boys and the girls to see who 

contributed the most cereal.  The cereal was placed in the hall by each classroom. Hendry’s team 

of students then went on their “Cereal Collection Rounds” through the school. The official 



“counter”, equipped with clipboard and pen, recorded how much was collected each day by each 

individual class.  

 

It didn’t take long before the cereal started piling up and Hendry was faced with the dilemma of 

where to store the boxes for the 29 day duration of the collection. An extra classroom soon 

became the “cereal room.” As the days turned into weeks, the number of boxes began to mount 

and the amount of data collected became significant. When February 29
th

 arrived, the second 

grade class was ecstatic – they had collected 844 boxes of cereal!  

 

The experience was a win-win situation for the Petal community and for the students.  The 

community children who are in need of food will have a great selection of cereal.  The students 

learned a valuable lesson about helping others and were able to use “real world” data they  

collected to analyze, compare and graph. They have also used the data and experiences in 

language arts classes to write non-fiction selections which is another emphasis in CCSS.    

 

According to Hendry, the effort was great for the kids and the Common Core State Standards 

emphasis was not as difficult to incorporate as anticipated. “Not only did the students learn about 

data collection and analyzing, they learned a much more important lesson about helping others. 

We need our students to be achieving academically but we also need to teach them to be 

compassionate about the people in our school, community and world.  My students genuinely 

believed they were helping fellow students.  Once they came to the realization that students at 

Petal Primary School may need to go to the Children’s Task Force to get food, they were all in!  

This project seemed to be closer to home in their minds than others we've done.  I was pleased to 

see that they truly cared about this project and the people who would benefit from it.”  

 

Some of the participating students echoed the thoughts of their teacher. Second-grader Shelby 

Folks did not hesitate in responding when asked why the Great Cereal Challenge was important, 

“It’s helping other people and that makes me feel good!”  

 

Demaris Lee, Director of the Petal Children’s Task Force was delighted with the contribution 

from the students. She was amazed that they were able to collect hundreds of boxes of cereal.  

“This will go a long way in helping us provide food for needy families in our community. We 

were in dire need of donations and the students at Petal Primary really helped us fill our shelves.”  

 

Dr. John Buchanan, Superintendent, is excited to see how many teachers are already embracing 

the new standards. “Now that Common Core State Standards are being phased in throughout the 

Petal School District, parents can expect to see more lessons that emphasize problem solving, 

communication, team work, analyzing and conceptualizing. Just as Mrs. Hendry integrated the 

Common Core Standards with the Great Cereal Challenge, more and more of our teachers are 

connecting meaningful lessons with ordinary activities.   I’m anxious to see what our students 

can achieve with our teachers providing extremely well-planned lessons that incorporate higher 

level thinking skills. This is a great step forward in the education of our students!  ”  
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