
Hugh McDonald, CEO, Entergy Arkansas and  

Stacy Sells, Senior Vice President, Cranford, Johnson Robinson Woods  

 

It began with a court case: In 2001, the Arkansas Supreme Court deemed that the state’s K-12 public education 

system was unconstitutional, the funding formula was inequitable and the education system inadequate. 

Although the State Supreme Court endorsed the value of pre-k as a means for improving the overall 

effectiveness of the K-12 system, it did not mandate it. So a first step for pre-k supporters was to ensure that 

pre-k was included as part the state’s school system reform efforts. 

 

Two months later, the state legislature created the Arkansas Blue Ribbon Commission and charged it with 

proposing an educational reform plan.  The Commission was co-chaired by Stacy Sells, Senior Vice-President 

for Strategic Planning at Cranford Johnson Robinson Woods (a public relations firm).  Sells took the leadership 

position because she was convinced that higher graduation rates were essential to Arkansas’ future –“step one 

of any state’s economic agenda.”  The court’s mandate pointed her to the importance of early learning in 

helping children finish school.  After 14 months of deliberation, the Commission submitted a report to the 

Governor and state legislature that included a recommendation that pre-k be incorporated into the state’s school 

system reform efforts in response to the State Supreme Court mandate.   

 

During the Commission’s tenure, Sells worked tirelessly with education and government officials, and members 

of the legislature to advance the importance of education reform and the important contribution pre-k would 

make to this effort.  “I became the broken record,” Sells notes. Drawing on her communications background, 

Sells kept education reform on the front pages of the state’s newspapers. In April 2002, she organized Speak Up 

Arkansas: 78 town hall meetings across the state, all held on the same night. Three television stations and two 

National Public Radio stations broke away from national programming to cover the statewide events that 

informed over 8,000 citizens about the State Supreme Court ruling, including pre-k, and offered them an 

opportunity to voice their opinions on how the state should respond.    

 

In the two years following the report’s submission, the legislature began debating the Blue Ribbon 

Commission’s recommendations. Sells delivered numerous presentations across the state and participated in 

media interviews, becoming the voice of the business community for public education reform and expanded 

pre-k for low income three- and four-year-olds.    

 

At the start of this public relations effort, Sells was president of the State Chamber of Commerce, Arkansas’ 

biggest business advocacy group.  Joining Sells in her efforts to gain the Chamber’s endorsement was Hugh 

McDonald, CEO of the Arkansas subsidiary of the giant utility firm Entergy. Vice-president of the State 

Chamber of Commerce during Sells’ tenure as president and her successor as state president, McDonald served 

with Sells on the Arkansas Blue Ribbon Commission. The State Chamber’s initial legislative policy agenda 

regarding education reform focused on academic accountability, financial accountability, national standards, a 

more rigorous curriculum and closing the achievement gap as its “must haves.” Sells and McDonald succeeded 

in adding pre-k to that list–a major victory given that the State Chamber is the state’s largest business advocacy 

group.  

 

McDonald has always felt that lack of education is a primary cause of many societal problems and believes that 

public policy should do what is needed to ensure that children have a good public education. His commitment is 

bolstered by Entergy’s advocacy efforts on behalf of low income families who represent 20 percent of the 

company’s customers. As McDonald notes in explaining his support of pre-k, it is not good for the company if a 

large percentage of customers are in economic need.  

 

With incredibly fortuitous timing, in 2002, as the Arkansas legislature was deliberating the Blue Ribbon 

Commission’s recommendations, Entergy’s corporate parent published a commissioned study, The Economics 

of Education: Benefits of High Quality Early Education for Low Income Children.  The company had been 

engaged in an initiative that called attention to the need to address poverty in all their provider states.  Entergy  
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realized that education was the key to breaking the cycle of poverty, and clearly explained this in their report 

that gave much focus to pre-k as the foundation for a successful education pathway. The report described the 

compelling evidence on the return on investment from pre-k; said all children should have this opportunity; and 

that society should pay especially for low-income children to attend.   

 

The report was released in all Entergy service states (Arkansas, Mississippi, Louisiana and Texas) with total 

funding for the study provided by the company.  However, Hugh McDonald was the state president who took 

great advantage of the “fortuitous timing” and championed this research at the same time pre-k was being 

debated.  With funding support from Entergy, Arkansas Advocates for Children & Families made sure the 

report was widely disseminated.  McDonald said “we have this study and I believe in it” so he crossed the state 

with the report’s findings which “put an economic value on doing the right thing.” The unique partnership 

caught the attention of policymakers and others. “Many were surprised,” McDonald reports, “by utility and 

advocates getting together to advocate for pre-k for low income children. The confluence of events created a 

perfect storm.”   

 

The results of these efforts are impressive.  The General Assembly passed legislation to create the Arkansas 

Better Chance, the state’s pre-k program in 2004.  The high-quality program serves children at or below 200% 

of the poverty level.   Implementation began immediately with the goal of opening the first pre-k classes in fall 

2004.  Since the state did not have funds to alert families to this new service, Entergy invested almost $100,000 

in a pre-k awareness campaign that included media outreach, grass-roots communications strategies and 

Entergy staff working with advocacy partners.  This resulted in 100% enrollment with a waiting list in many 

Arkansas communities.  The legislature approved funding to expand Arkansas Better Chance over three 

legislative sessions from 2005 and 2007.  As a result, funding for pre-k in Arkansas expanded from $10 million 

available prior to the lawsuit to $111 million annually. Although no new dollars were made available in the 

2009 legislative session, current expenditures have been protected from budget cuts.   Another sign of this 

impact is that even though it is a very poor state, in Education Week’s 2010 Quality Counts report ranked 

Arkansas tenth in the nation for overall education quality, with the grade of “A” for early education. 
 


