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MFP-089 
Interviewee: Justine Moser 
Interviewer: Candice Ellis 
Date: September 22, 2011 
 

E: This is Candice Ellis on September 22, 2011 at the Sunflower County Freedom 

School. If you would, please introduce yourself. 

M: My name is Justine Moser. Do you need me to spell it, or no? 

E: Spell the last name.  

M: Moser, M-o-s-e-r. It’s German. 

E: [Laughter] All right, so we’ll start with, I guess, how did you get involved with this? 

And maybe just even explain kind of, what this is about—what this program is 

about. 

M: Okay. So, that’s kind of a multi-fold question. I came down to Mississippi in 2008 

with Teach for America. I’m originally from the Midwest, from South Dakota. I 

taught in a nearby town for about two years and I decided that I wanted to stay 

and I really wanted to be involved in education, but I wanted to see if I could find 

a non-profit program where I could teach and all that stuff. So, I just happened to 

hear about the Sunflower County Freedom Project, that they were having a 

vacancy in position. And I’d heard about them over the couple—the last couple of 

years, but I really hadn’t known much about them. But, when I discovered more 

about the program, I was really excited about getting the opportunity to apply for 

the job. And what the Freedom Project is: it’s designed to be a six-year program 

for incoming seventh graders up until they graduate from high school. We do 

after-school tutoring, Saturday school, and we have an intensive two-month 
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summer program. Everything about it is to provide them with study skills and 

enrichment, and have them read books they don’t get to read down here and 

have them learn about their civil rights history. All of that just kind of culminates 

into getting them ready for college. And I just heard about that and I was just so 

excited, and luck would have it, I got the job. So. 

E: How many people do they employ here? 

M: It is just me, the program director, and Nick right now. We are in the process of 

getting an AmeriCorps Vista for November for a year. But, at one time, there 

were four people working here, but right now it’s just the two of us. 

E: And is this officially a non-profit organization? 

M: Yes, we are, we are officially a non-profit. We are non-government funded. We 

are privately funded through grants and personal donations. 

E: Okay. So, kind of give me an example of how you would maybe apply for a grant, 

or how you guys reach out into the community for personal donations, just to get 

an idea of how this place is funded and is able to be self-sustaining. 

M: Well, Nick will actually know a whole lot more about that because he does the 

actual grant stuff, but so, we apply vigorously all throughout the year, places like 

the Knight Foundation, UPS has a really big grant program. But the bulk, besides 

the grants, the bulk of our funding does come from our personal donors. And we 

just have really extensive campaigns; we send out newsletters every month, we 

do donor calls all the time just to kind of touch base with previous donors. And 
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we just have a really strong donor base, both here in Mississippi and then in 

larger cities across the nation, like Washington, D. C. and Houston. So, I guess 

we just—and we have the kids write post cards throughout the year, and they—

people love that. Every now and then, we have the kids call and they love that, 

too. Who wouldn’t want to come home and have a voicemail from one of our 

Freedom Fellows? So, we’re just really good about communicating to our donors 

about what we need and how we appreciate them. So, that’s how we have such 

a strong relationship. 

E: Great. And you mentioned it’s only two staff members right now. How many kids 

do you have in enrollment? 

M: It fluctuates right now, with the beginning of the year and kids coming in and out, 

but we have about twenty-five to thirty kids right now. 

E: Okay, so how do you guys kind of manage twenty-five different kids who are all 

on different levels between the two of you? 

M: Mh-mm, yeah. I mean, that definitely does sound like quite a struggle. So, what 

we do is, we divide them by their year. So, our seventh graders are our first 

years, and our second years are our eighth graders, and it kind of goes up from 

there. So, for our study sessions, we divide them by gender. So, the girls are in 

the green room and the boys are in the red room, and then our older kids, third 

year and up, are in the blue room, so they’re kind of given a little bit more 

freedom. But that’s how we manage them, and there really isn’t any trouble about 

that behaviorally. And I guess the good thing about our study sessions is, they’re 
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all on different levels, but we all have time to give them that individual attention 

and tutoring that they need. 

E: Do you guys do a lot of tutoring? 

M: Yeah. I mean, the bulk of our program during the week is tutoring. There’s two 

hours every day of them doing their homework or doing our enrichment activities, 

and then the last hour of our daily program, we do some sort of fun class like hip 

hop class or improv class or P.E. But the bulk of it is tutoring and studying.  

E: Yeah. So, I asked earlier for maybe just a quick summary of what is an average 

day here like. You know, how does the schedule flow? 

M: Oh, with the kids. 

E: Mm-hm. 

M: So, I usually pick up kids in Indianola and Moorhead around—between 4:00 and 

4:30. So, we get here at 4:30; the Sunflower kids are waiting outside, and we all 

come in and they go to their separate boy, girl, older kids rooms, and they write 

down their homework on Post-its, and so we start our two hours of study session 

then. Then we have a little ten minute break. Sometimes, we’ll go out to that 

concrete slab across the street and we’ll play Frisbee or we’ll do something, 

throwing a ball around or whatever, and then we have that one class that rotates. 

Mondays, it’s P.E.; Tuesdays, it’s improv; Wednesday is oral history, so that’s 

kind of the daily schedule. And then Saturdays, it goes from 9:00 to 1:00, and 

basically the bulk of that is, we have our novel study. We have a novel study that 
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we do every Saturday. Then, we do ACT prep for all of the kids, and then we 

have one hour at the end where we have special programming where we have a 

guest speaker or we get invited to go somewhere and pick up trash in the 

community; that’s just kind of whatever I find that we can do that’s fun and 

enriching.  

E: Okay. How long has this kind of—been a program? 

M: I always get this wrong. 

E: [Laughter] Even a guess. 

M: It’s twelve or thirteen years. 

E: Okay. And the main objective is to get kids to college and have them—right? Is 

that generally successful? 

M: Yes. One hundred percent of the kids that complete our program, like all six 

years, go to college. 

E: Oh, my goodness. 

M: So, that’s our success rate. And we do have solid data that I don’t have in front of 

me right now, but their ACT scores are a certain percentage higher than even 

kids at the academies. Their grade point averages grow a certain amount over 

every year. I’m sorry I don’t have that exact data right now. 

E: Oh, it’s okay. 
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M: I feel terrible. But, yeah, they do improve; I mean, it’s shown to systematically 

prove them over time. It was originally started by Teach for America alumni who 

saw the need that our students are not getting what they need to go to college. 

They originally wanted the Freedom Project to be a school, but Mississippi has 

wonderful legislation about charter schools, and so we’re still struggling with that, 

to this day. But I think what we’ve worked out with after school and the summer 

school and all that, I think that works as well, though, too. It’s very intense. 

E: Right. Is the ultimate goal to get this to be a charter school? In a traditional 9:00 

to 3:00 kind of . . .  

M: I think that that was the original dream in the beginning. I think it would be a 

wonderful opportunity, but so many things would have to happen that we have no 

control of. I mean, we could run our heads into the ground trying to make this a 

school, but we can’t unless the legislation changes. I’m not quite sure. That 

would be something that the founders would have to decide, ‘cause we’d have to 

completely change our model. But it would be wonderful if it could be a school. 

E: How do you guys recruit from the schools? Is there any tactic that you employ to 

get kids interested? Is it word of mouth? 

M: A lot of it is word of mouth; kids bring their friends. But a lot of it is just being, like, 

extremely persistent and going in and talking to teachers and following up with 

people. And, after a kid comes one time, going to their house and calling them 

and bugging them, or picking them up off the street if you see them walking—

down the street, when you’re going through town with the van. So, just kind of 
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being aggressively persistent is how I find it works to get kids to come. But, yeah, 

we just go to the schools. We do whatever we can to get them to come here. 

E: What are your interactions like with their parents? Are people receptive, or . . . ? 

M: Yeah, they generally are. The parents are. I’ve always kind of found it very 

serendipitous, a little odd sometimes, how trusting they are of us. They just—they 

trust us with their children, and they let us take their kids on camping trips and all 

these great experiences, so it’s been very good so far. They trust what we’re 

doing with their kids. They like that they have something to do after school and 

it’s improving their grades and they can see noticeable differences. So, yeah, we 

have really good relationships with our parents. 

E: I’m trying to think of if there’s anything we’ve left out. Do you guys have any 

questions? 

Melanie Wilmoth Navarro: I have a question. This is Melanie, and I work for Friends of 

Justice. I’m not actually a student with them. I came—I was here for another 

reason; I work for an organization in Texas. 

M: Oh, okay. 

Melanie Wilmoth Navarro: We just happened to meet up with them, and so I’ve been 

kind of following along and listening to their oral history stuff. It’s really 

interesting. But I just was—is the program completely free for the kids? Or is it 

like a sliding scale type thing, or . . . 
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M: Yeah, That’s a really good question. So, when our founders, Chris Myers Asch 

and Shawn Raymond and Greg Costa, were coming up with the idea for the 

Freedom Project, they were advised by several people in the community that, if 

you give this type of opportunity away for free, it won’t mean anything to people. 

So, we do charge a tuition for our students. And some people sometimes take 

that in a negative way. It’s not at all, to me, money on our part at all, but it 

teaches responsibility, and we give kids several opportunities throughout the year 

to raise their own tuition. That’s very empowering for them. We did donut sales, 

we do recruitment fundraisers, and a lot of the kids really take that and they 

understand that I have the power to not be a burden to my parents and I can 

raise all this on my own. We had several kids this summer, just with donuts 

alone, who raised all the money for their tuition for this whole year and they don’t 

have to worry about it again. So, I think that having tuition teaches responsibility 

and it makes it more of a serious commitment. It also teaches them, if you want 

something in life, it’s not always free. And, I mean, you’re gonna to have to pay to 

go to college. So, yeah. 

E: What is the tuition, if you don’t mind me asking? Just out of curiosity? 

M: That’s okay. It is three hundred dollars a year. So, like I said, it’s not like we’re 

making bank or anything like that.  

E: That’s really reasonable, and you can use that to buy all the novels and all the 

things that they’re gonna ultimately really benefit from.  That’s interesting, 

because—what kind of scholarship opportunities do you know of in Mississippi? 
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‘Cause I know we have a program in Florida called Bright Futures. I don’t know if 

you’re familiar with that, but it’s just—it’s a state-funded thing. I don’t know if 

Mississippi does anything like that, for students. 

M: I’m sure we do, but I, unfortunately, don’t know about it. I taught elementary 

school, so I’m just starting to get acquainted with getting kids ready to go to 

college and all that stuff. So, I haven’t heard of anything, but I would be surprised 

if there wasn’t something.  

E Yeah, ‘cause I’m kind of—I bet finding scholarships for them, I don’t know what 

you guys do, but that’d be neat. I don’t know if Mississippi does anything like that 

through the state, at that level, ‘cause I think that’s how we get the money for 

Bright Futures, right? 

Josh Moore: Through the Florida Lottery. 

E: Yeah. 

M: That’s how it is in South Dakota, too. [Laughter] Yeah, our education is funded 

through the lottery. 

E: It’s a good program. Do you have anything that you’d like to add, anything that 

stands out that maybe we left out? 

M: No. I just feel like I’ve been rambling, so I just apologize— 

E: No, that’s what we—want you to ramble. 

M: I just—my voice is quavering and none of my words make sense. I’m sorry. 
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E: No, please, thank you so much. Don’t be sorry. That’s what we ultimately like. 

But I guess— 

Josh Moore: With these, it’s not to be a strict rule of questions that we have for you, it’s 

more, once you start getting into it—the first part’s always a little shaky—but 

once you get into it, it’s supposed to be more of a conversation between two 

people. It just goes on file, and that’s what it is. 

E: Yeah. This is such an incredible organization, and the stuff that you guys are 

doing, it’s awesome. 

M: Yeah, well, thank you. I would have to agree. [Laughter] 

[End of interview] 
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