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After 40 years, Pamela Decker said she’s ready. ❚ The Joshua

Academy CEO celebrated her last day on May 24 laughing and

hugging her students who’d left handwritten heartfelt notes for

her pasted on their lockers. ❚ The children excitedly shouted

“Happy Retirement” as they waited in line for a piece of cake.

Although Decker said she will truly miss her academic journey,

she said she feels the time is right for her to step aside and enjoy

watching the school flourish from the sidelines.

Read more about Decker’s journey on Page 1D.

JOSHUA ACADEMY CEO RETIRES

SAYING GOODBYE
AFTER 40 YEARS 

About a week before her retirement, Pam Decker, CEO of Joshua Academy, waves to, from left, Aaliyah Hackner,
Kingston Razor and Zy’Aire Mcnary as she makes her rounds after school May 14. PHOTOS BY DENNY SIMMONS / COURIER & PRESS

After 25 years working for EVSC and 15
years at Joshua Academy, Pam Decker
is retiring. 

Segann March Evansville Courier & Press | USA TODAY NETWORK

EVANSVILLE – With a consultant’s
help, Evansville and Vanderburgh
County governments are taking on an
onerous task.

They are updating local zoning codes
for the first time since 1962 while also re-
freshing local subdivision regulations,
untouched since 1984.

Officials say they want user-friendly
rules that address modern needs. Meet-
ing that goal will take a lot of catching
up.

“The world has changed dramatical-
ly,” Evansville Mayor Lloyd Winnecke
said. “We want to streamline and sim-
plify the regulations and codes, and we
hope that will spur greater investment
in our community.”

The Area Plan Commission, one of
about a dozen local government agen-
cies co-funded by the city and county,
administers local land-use rules.

City, county
seek simpler
land use
regulations
Zoning codes haven’t
been updated since 1962

John T. Martin
Evansville Courier & Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

See ZONING, Page 2A

EVANSVILLE – A former employee of
the Vanderburgh County Prosecutor’s
Office filed a discrimination complaint
with a federal agency earlier this week,
claiming Prosecutor Nicholas Hermann
sexually harassed her while she was an
employee.

Samantha Merideth made a public
statement about the complaint
Wednesday, stating she believes she
was forced to resign from the Prosecu-
tor’s Office in January as retaliation for
rejecting Hermann’s advances. In her 

How does
EEOC handle
discrimination
complaints?
Tori Fater
Evansville Courier & Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

See EEOC, Page 3A

June 6 marks the 75th anniversary of D-Day: the largest amphibious invasion in
world history. Take a look back at the heroes of the “Great Crusade” in a special
section for subscribers only.
Not a subscriber? Stop missing out. Visit courierpress.com/subscribe today. 
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Life

It’s an unusual question to ask children in a school hall-

way. ❚ “Did you feed the chickens?” ❚ Outgoing Joshua

Academy CEO Pamela Decker’s regular morning query to

students won’t echo through the Evansville charter

school’s halls next year. Her positive (if also unorthodox)

approach to education will be missed. ❚ Consider the

chickens. Although Decker’s terrified of birds, she want-

ed to make sure students learned about agriculture and

had new experiences. ❚ “As long as the chickens stay on

the ground and don’t jump or fly at me — we’re good,” she

said with a laugh. “When my mother was pregnant with

me, she said a parakeet dive-bombed me while in my

mother’s belly at my aunt’s house. I have a bird’s wing

birthmark on my head, and I was always terrified until

(Joshua Academy Founder) Rev. Larry A. Rascoe Sr.

brought the chickens to Joshua Academy.”

Pam Decker makes her way back to her office after navigating the Joshua Academy halls as school let out for the day. PHOTOS BY DENNY SIMMONS/COURIER & PRESS

PAMELA DECKER
CEO retiring from life with schoolchildren (and chickens)

Decker administers a spelling test for Kona Miles and two others. Decker finished her career
in education as the CEO of Joshua Academy, but the previous 14 years she was the school’s
principal.

Decker’s many duties include administering year-end tests for
students, including fourth-grader Akeleigh Frazier-Evans who
was ready to take hers in the room next to Decker’s.

Decker and
Jeremy
Rittenbery, PE
teacher, walk
kindergartner
Gabriel
Bennet to the
nurse’s office
after he took a
fall during
Joshua
Academy's
field day.

Segann March Evansville Courier & Press | USA TODAY NETWORK

See DECKER, Page 4D



Evansville Courier & Press - 06/02/2019

(c) 2018 Courier Press
June 2, 2019 5:55 pm (GMT +5:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 37% from original to fit letter page


4D ❚ SUNDAY, JUNE 2, 2019 ❚ EVANSVILLE COURIER & PRESS COURIERPRESS.COM ❚ SUNDAY, JUNE 2, 2019 ❚ 5D

After 40 years of being in and out of the classroom, the long-time
educator has officially retired. She’ll miss her brightly-colored halls,
self-empowerment posters, student hugs, rows of education books,
laughing with her staff and watching students learn to love themselves
in mirrors placed throughout the school’s hallways.

“Even after 40 years, I cannot say there was a time that I hated
going to work,” Decker said. “Now, I may not have wanted to get up
but I didn’t hate going to work. Every single day has been different.
That’s one of the benefits of teaching.”

She isn’t sad about leaving and feels it’s time.
“I’m ready. I’m anxious because you want to see if what you cre-

ated will stand and continue. I gave it 150 percent through blood,
sweat and tears.”

It’s all about the kids

Joshua Academy is an elementary charter school housed in the
former Howard Roosa Elementary School in Evansville. The school
was founded by Rascoe in partnership with community leaders and
support from Nazarene Missionary Baptist Church in 1998 to provide
a creative educational model designed to meet the needs of students
categorized as “at-risk.” Funding from St. Mary’s Medical Center

helped fund the start-up. 
The school specializes in smaller class sizes to give students

more chances for individualized learning and incorporates agricul-
ture instruction into its curriculum starting with kindergarten stu-
dents. The school’s overall mission is to reduce achievement gaps,
promote lifelong learning, developing the whole child through nur-
turing practices and to create confidence in the student population. 

During the 2018-19 school year, Joshua had a total enrollment of
200 students, according to the Indiana Department of Education.
Approximately 68 percent of its student population is black. The
school had 20 teachers during the 2016-17 school year, many had
less than five years of experience. 

The school is adding a seventh-grade cohort next school year. It
will do so without Decker, who has long been the school’s beacon.

She loves her Joshua Academy family, supporters and students.
Every morning Decker watches her students run into school. Hugs
are fairly common in Joshua’s halls. 

“You want kids to look forward to coming to school,” she said.
“Every morning these kids run in here, and that just gives me great 

With a cup of coffee and a walkie talkie in-hand, Decker cheers on the Joshua Academy tug-o-war competitors during the school’s field day. PHOTOS BY DENNY SIMMONS/COURIER & PRESS

TOP: Kingston Chambers receives a hug
from Decker at her Joshua Academy
retirement party. Cake and blue punch
were served to the students as they
semi-orderly arrived with their classes to
say goodbye to their past principal on the
last day of school.

RIGHT: Decker unrolls a poster-sized print of her grandson, Zion
Decker, 13, which shows him with his buddy, Jeremy Anderson,
right, and their bell pepper harvest from his sixth-grade year at
Joshua Academy. Zion will be a freshman at North High School
next year and was helping her clean and empty her longtime
office.

ABOVE: Decker cleans up a scrape on
Zechariah Haskins’ shoulder in the
nurse’s office after school. The staff at
Joshua Academy often fill several roles,
including nurse, when needed.

Joshua Academy students sign a cloud-covered wall-hanging that
read, “Blessings as you retire, Ms. Decker” at her retirement party
on the last day of school Thursday.

LEFT: Arthur Harris, permanent
substitute teacher, left, and Decker,
right, hear how kindergarten teacher
Caitlyn Martin’s class presentations
turned out. Decker observed the class
projects earlier in the day.

BOTTOM LEFT:
Decker has a
time-out talk
with Antwan
Howard in the
school’s gym
during Joshua
Academy’s field
day. The
40-year
education
veteran wears a
variety of hats
in her role as
CEO of the
school.

Decker helps fourth-grader Akeleigh Frazier-Evans get started
on one of her end-of-year tests at Joshua Academy.

Decker
Continued from Page 1D

See DECKER, Page 7D
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joy. They can’t wait to get in here and see what’s going to
happen... And then they run out at the end of the day.”

Over her 40-year career, Decker had an impact on the
lives of thousands of students. 

“You do touch the future,” she said. “It’s not all been a
bed of roses. One of the bitter pills I swallowed was
learning that you can’t save every child. It’s the truth.
You cannot save them all. You have to get as many as
you can, but in the end, it’s up to them to decide what
they’re going to do with it.”

The school’s Agricultural Learning Center and vari-
ous field trips have sparked students’ imagination, she
said. She wants students to understand agriculture
feeds the world and to know more about what farmers
do on a daily basis. 

Only 1 percent of farmers are people of color, she em-
phasized. 

“Our kids need to know about agriculture. It’s too im-
portant not to. Children don’t know what they like un-
less they get exposed. We are trying to provide them
with lots of unusual experiences that they normally
don’t get.”

Her motto: It doesn’t matter what background stu-
dents come from; they can do it. 

“We all know kids who have overcome tremendous
odds to be successful people,” she said. “It shouldn’t
have happened based on what they were going through,
but they did it. So we know it’s possible.”

Decker and Rascoe worked to expose students to ag-
riculture, STEM fields, production, dancing and even
taught them how to play chess. 

“Miss Decker was phenomenal in helping to guide
and shape our narrative,” Rascoe said. “When you’re an
administrator, you have relationships you’re building
with children, relationships with parents and relation-
ships you’re building with teachers. A lot of the deci-
sions that you will make, not everyone is going to be
happy or pleased with it. But she’s a fighter.”

Decker wanted to get something done
Decker received her bachelor’s and master’s degrees

from University of Evansville. Her journey to teaching
was filled with laughs, statewide meetings, support,
emergency room visits and questionable moments. 

The Indianapolis native chose to attend UE because
her father was a Methodist minister, and the private
university was Methodist-affiliated. Her mother is from
Evansville, but her family remains in Indianapolis, she
said. 

“I came here and stayed here,” she said. “My dad
taught us that we were here to make a difference. That’s
why God put us in the world to make a difference. I can
truly say that I have. That pleases me to know that.”

She started out in the medical technology program at
UE, but a turn of events made her reconsider and land-
ed her in the emergency room. 

“I was in the chemistry lab, and we were getting
ready to do an experiment,” she explained. “I was so lost
in there. I reached up and grabbed the wrong chemicals,
not knowing the professor already put them out on the
tables. I ended up getting it in my eye and went to the
emergency room clouded. Chemistry and I were not
friends. That was it for me.”

Decker switched to education and never looked
back. 

She was a part of UE’s first clinical training program
in special education. 

When she was in high school, she volunteered with
the Fate Center, a nonprofit for challenged adults that
housed a preschool in Connersville, Indiana. She en-

joyed working with individuals with special needs.
It also spurred her love for education.
“The unique thing about student teaching was that I

didn’t feel like a first-year teacher because I spent all my
time in classrooms,” she said. “That’s how my teaching
career began. I worked with children who had Down
syndrome. Then I switched to kids who had learning
disabilities. After that, I became a reading coach and
ended up in administration.”

Prior to becoming an administrator at Joshua Acad-
emy, she taught 10 years at Lincoln Elementary, 12 years
at Cedar Hall Elementary and one year at Culver Ele-
mentary. She started her teaching career at Glenwood
Middle School. 

“I prefer inner-city because I think those are the kids
who need the more capable teachers, and it was always
my preference,” Decker said. “That’s where a lot of chil-
dren of color go to school. I just wanted to be there in the
midst of them.”

2001 was a life-changing year for Decker.
She ended up at Joshua because she was the state

minority affairs committee chair for the Indiana State
Teachers Association. That same year, educators across
Indiana could look at ISTEP data separated by race,
gender and socio-economic status. 

“When I saw all the achievement scores of particu-
larly African-American children ... I was offended and
beyond mad,” she said. “It was across the state. So we
started looking at how we were going to close the
achievement gap. I got tired of meetings and was done
talking — I wanted to go do it. Everybody wanted to
have another meeting, and nothing was being done
about it.”

Nonetheless, she persevered to help eliminate the
achievement gap between minority students and their
counterparts. While it was an uphill battle, it was worth
it, she said. 

“A lot of children — when we first opened — came in
with a huge achievement gap,” she said. “So we had to
fill in those gaps, and we had years where we were a ‘D’
school.”

Joshua Academy has taken off in the past few years.
In 2015-16, the school received a “D” letter grade from
the Indiana Department of Education. The grade letter
rose to a “C” in 2016-17 and in 2017-18, the school was
rated a “B.”

“The thing that is amazing about that (grade im-
provement) is that we had 92 percent of our students
qualifying for free or reduced lunch, but we were still
able to get that ‘B,’” she said. “Most people would say
that’s not possible or that children from poverty cannot
achieve that way. We had to show them they were
wrong. It’s possible. Don’t count those babies out.”

Debra Hughes worked with Decker for years at Josh-
ua Academy. She said Decker was the superintendent,
building manager and principal all in one. Her autono-
mous leadership style propelled teachers to step out-
side their box. 

“She’s just an amazing leader,” Hughes said. “Be-
cause you knew she trusted you as a teacher and valued
your expertise, you were able to take risks and chances
which caused children to want to take risks and
chances with their learning. They just soared.”

Wearing many hats

Decker not only handled running the school but also
filled in for teachers, writing grant applications, facili-
tating fundraisers and making sure all finances were up
to par. That’s the nature of charter schools, she said. 

“I wear many hats,” she said. “When I left EVSC, I
came to Joshua as the director of instruction, but they
couldn’t find a principal. In the second year, they offered
me the executive director spot, but it included that

fundraising piece which I had no experience with.
That’s not my favorite part. I can do it because I had to.”

In order for a charter school to be successful, she
said, it must have great academics and finances and
comply with state regulations. 

Rascoe said Decker has always been a fighter for her
students, parents and staff. She was the right person for
the position, he emphasized. 

“She genuinely cares,” Rascoe said. “I noticed she
had tremendous experience with the teacher and state
unions. That gave her great insight into budgets, ad-
ministrative practices and the technical side of how
schools function. She is resourceful and knows the
community.”

As a long-time educator, Decker had to learn to deal
with paperwork and the state’s accountability mea-
sures. It wasn’t easy but she always wanted to make it
easier for her staff at Joshua Academy. 

Hughes said Decker was data-driven and listened to
parents’ and teachers’ needs. 

“It amazes me how they were able to develop a char-
ter school that has all the elements that you would see
in a public school that has so many tiers,” she said. “Be-
cause she put data in front of us, we could see growth
from year to year. She made teachers excited, which led
students to be excited.”

Joshua, like many school districts across the coun-
try, experiences high turnover rates for new teachers.
During the 2018-19 school year, Joshua felt the teacher
shortage significantly. 

“It was a struggle to find people,” she said. “Joshua
pays less than EVSC and that doesn’t help. I just wrote a
teacher retention grant so that we can bring our salary
scale up. The only thing about that is that it’s soft mon-
ey and we have to continue to fund it with enrollment
numbers. We can get it started... but we have to sustain
it.”

Dionne Blue, president of Joshua Academy’s board
of directors, said Decker always put the school before
her needs and hardly took vacations because of her de-
dication and commitment. Decker is the matriarch of
the school, she said. 

“She has such a close relationship with the kids,”
Blue said. “There’s a genuine love and care for all of
them. She knows every single one of them by name, she
knows every single one of their stories and she con-
nects with them all on an individual type of level. I ad-
mire it. It takes a lot to be able to do that. She held every-
thing in her hand, and that’s quite a feat.”

What’s next? Vacation.

A long break for sure.
She’s looking forward to watching morning televi-

sion shows, sleeping in and spending more time with
her three grandchildren. She has two adult children:
William and Shayla. 

Decker and her sister are traveling to Hawaii in June.
They’re ready to exhale, she said. 

“I’ve really been telling myself I’m not doing any-
thing for a year,” she said. “I just want to do me for a
year, and then I’ll figure it out after that. This is 40 years
— 25 years of teaching and 15 years of administration —
and I need to exhale.”

Rascoe said Decker took Joshua to the next level, and
she will truly be missed. 

“She is highly respected,” he said. “She brought in a
lot of experts and funding. You can’t do this by yourself.
My role was being there for her and asking how I could
help her in any way. She had to wear numerous hats at
Joshua Academy.”

Decker’s replacement for the upcoming school year
is Arveneda McDonald.

Decker
Continued from Page 4D

SAUK RAPIDS, Minn. – After learning about a lack of
places for homeless people to shower, a Sauk Rapids
couple will begin running a mobile shower unit in June.

Nancy Dyson and Jason Jaques first brainstormed
locations where homeless people could access showers
after someone asked if they knew of places to go.

“We just looked at each other like, ‘I don’t (know),’
” Dyson said. “It was heartbreaking.”

The pair started a “quest” to find options in the
area, but they found limited places would work,
Jaques said.

“We can do better than that,” Dyson said. “We
have to do better than that.”

Jaques and Dyson began working on the idea of a
self-contained unit, built in a small passenger van, a
couple years ago.

Known as Shower the People, it will be operated
under the couple’s nonprofit, Neighbors to Friends.
The van will be ready for its first showers June 4 at
Kipp’s Laundry starting about 10 a.m., according to
Jaques.

Jaques and Dyson plan to take the truck to people
who need it, providing access to a shower as well as
meals and time to hang out, the St. Cloud Times report-
ed.

It’s one way they can help give people “a little
slice of their dignity back,” Dyson said.

Jaques and Dyson began working to help people
who are homeless in the St. Cloud area about five
and a half years ago, according to Dyson. They orga-
nized a local effort to provide laundry services to
those in need and recently turned their efforts into
their nonprofit, Neighbors to Friends. A plumber re-
cently came to pick up the water heater and finish
the water lines, Jaques said.

There’s still cosmetic work needed to finish the

van, which contains one shower and a 105-gallon
freshwater tank, according to Jaques. They are also
planning on putting chairs in the bathroom and
adding a ramp to make it accessible.

If somebody needs a shower before the ramp is
added, Jaques said, they will be able to bring the

person to a more accessible place to shower.
“We’re not going to turn anybody away,” Jaques said.
Jaques estimates the tank will hold enough water

for 8-10 showers before needing to be refilled.
“The main thing is that if it’s your turn for a show-

er that you have all the time you need,” Dyson said.

Minnesota couple builds mobile
shower for homeless people
Clairissa Baker 
ST. CLOUD TIMES

Jason Jaques and Nancy Dyson stand next to their mobile shower van they will operate as part of their
nonprofit, Neighbors to Friends, in Sauk Rapids, Minn. DAVE SCHWARZ/THE ST. CLOUD TIMES VIA AP


