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A school that is STEM-certified can 
draw students from far and wide. That 
is what happened to Gilbert Elemen-
tary School after the school suffered 
a loss of students when the Bluebird 
plant closed in their LaFayette com-
munity, according to Damon Raines, 
Walker County’s school superintendent.

In fact, Gilbert is one of only 13 
STEM-certified schools in Georgia.

But, Gilbert Elementary has other 
claims to fame. For example, this Ti-

tle 1 School not only also offers For-
est Kindergarten, Raines says Gilbert 
was “the first publicly-funded forest 
kindergarten in the United States.”

Gilbert now has two forest kinder-
gartens; and, two forest first grades, 
according to Raines, who also says 
Saddle Ridge has a forest kindergar-
ten now, too.

According to Raines, this is a unique 
program that allows these students 
to spend half of their day outside, 
every day, and it doesn’t matter the 

Gilbert tour: A school on the cutting edge
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Walker County School 
Board of Education mem-
ber Bobby McNabb was the 
lone standout on the five-
member entity tasked with 
determining if raising prop-
erty taxes was the right way 
to fund the 2019-2020 new 
operational budget for the 
local school system.

McNabb declined to pro-
vide an explanation for his 
decision when contacted, 
simply choosing to make his 
position known with a “no” 
hand raise during the vot-
ing on Thursday, July 25th.

The other four board mem-
bers — Karen Stoker, Phyl-
lis Hunter, Dale Wilson, and 
Mike Carruth — raised their 
hands in a show of support 
for the measure to be ap-
proved, which will raise lo-
cal property taxes in order 
to fund the school system’s 
new budget for 2019-2020.

The tentative budget for 
fiscal year 2019-2020 was 
$85,452,679 for salaries and 
benefits in the budget and 
$9,149,488 for operational 
expenses.
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Second of two articles
Deputy Griffin, since the first 

part of this article ran last week 
we have had a chance to talk 
again. You mentioned that you 
had been back to see your doc-
tor. What did he say about your 
condition, especially regarding 
your injured arm?

He said my arm was looking better 
and that there is muscle damage. He 
also said that I have to go to physical 
therapy and then go back to him for a 
followup doctor visit in three weeks. 
I will be out of work until then.

Last week in our interview 
you were sharing that Rocky 
was a dog that had not really 
ever been in the military or law 
enforcement and was basically 
just 22 months old with no real 
training when you received him?

Right.
You also said in the conclusion 

of that article that dogs with-
out a “drive” ended up being 
used just as a bomb or narcot-
ics dogs because they still can 
do the “smell” that is needed; 
they just don’t have that other 
ability. But Rocky had “drive,” 
so he was able to be used for ap-
prehension and tracking, too?

Yes.
The “smell” ability can be used 

for tracking such as finding lost 
children?

You know, people that might run, 
children that are lost, or Alzheimer’s 
patients, or whatever, because of their 
nose. But the ones that have the su-
per-high drive — prey drive — then 
they use those for dual purposes. And, 
dual-purpose are trained in narcot-
ics or bomb, whichever your depart-

ment or the military uses.
So, one of the two of those — nar-

cotics or bombs — and then they do 
tracking; they do apprehension; they 
do article searches. Which, basically, 
if I took something and threw it out 
into the middle of the field, I could 
send him out (Rocky) and he would 
go find it. It could be a credit card; 
it could be keys, whatever.

The best scenario I use when I teach 
our K9 class is (for the law enforce-
ment side) that when you’re chasing 
somebody, whether it be in a car or 
on foot, and they throw something...

Like trying to get rid of their 
drugs?

Yes, or it’s a gun, or a knife, and 
they might have been involved in 
a domestic or a murder, so as you 
chase them you see that item being 
thrown out, so you take note of it or 
tell someone they threw something 
out over here or over there. So, I tell 
the class that we can take the dogs 
back after that once the take down 
or apprehension is over with and 
then find that item — whatever it is.

So, Rocky was successful in 
doing that?

Yes. I actually used him once or twice 
on that where they had thrown some 
stuff out. One time it was drugs. Actu-
ally, both times I think it was drugs. 
So, we went to where they actually 
thought the drugs were and Rocky 
actually found the drugs.

What happens to these dogs 
when they get a whiff of those 
toxic drugs like meth and her-
oin, which are sometimes “cut” 
(the term used for when other 
more potent products are added 
to a drug to intensify its effect)? 

Like fentanyl?
Yes. What happens when that 

dog gets a whiff of that? Did 
Rocky ever have any of that type 

of encounter?
Luckily, no. We’ve kind of been 

fortunate that we haven’t — I mean, 
we’ve had encounters with the fen-
tanyl — and, it’s as deadly to a dog 
as it is a human (because only three 
granules is all it takes to kill you).

If you touch it, it absorbs into your 
skin and you can go OD (overdose). 
Same thing for the dogs. We actually 
have the Narcan spray, so if we go to 
a scene and someone has overdosed, 
we can administer that.

And, as the K9 handler, we had an 
extra Narcan for the dog. But then 
we found out that the nasal version 
(of Narcan) would actually kill a dog, 
because of the reaction that animals 
have to it, so we had to go back and 
get injectables of Narcan. So we had 
those with us “just in case” we ever 
run across it.

But, Rocky never had to have it. 
And, luckily, Missy never has had 
to have it.

How many drug busts would 
you say you did with Rocky?

A bunch. I would have to go back 
and pull reports and forms to give an 
exact number, but over the four years 
we used him on the side of the road, 
running cars that we had stopped.

He’s been used several times in-
side houses with the drug task force 
(Lookout Mountain Judicial Drug 
Task Force) and ourselves (the Walker 
County Sheriff’s Office), just to search 
for narcotics in houses.

So, he’s probably conducted 
thousands of searches in four 
years?

Oh yeah, we’ve been to both high 
schools in the county. We go there 
at least once a year, if not more. So, 
searching cars, classrooms, lockers; 
he’s done that the last four years. Four 

BoE passes 
millage rate, 
increases 
teacher pay

Deputy Corey Griffin

Deputy Corey Griffin and his K9 partner Rocky engage in training exercises.

By Jan Morris
JMorris@WalkerMessenger.com

Rossville is getting a lot of 
attention lately, but Mayor 
Teddy Harris 
feels some of it 
isn’t deserved.

“One of the 
things that is 
totally out of 
the city’s con-
trol is how 
crime is re-
ported by the 
media,” Harris 
said. “Ninety-five percent of 
articles that are about crime 
in Rossville is not in the city 
limits. The zip code for Ross-
ville is huge — and I mean 
huge. It covers parts of Ca-
toosa and Walker counties.”

The mayor is correct.
The city’s 30741 zip code 

spans an area that stretch-
es as far north as the Ten-
nessee state line and as far 
southwest as Wallaceville, 
Ga., which is nestled be-
tween Chattanooga Valley 
and Chickamauga. In addi-
tion, the zip code also covers 
as far southwest as Cloud 
Springs Road.

Mayor 
clarifies 
Rossville 
crime news

Griffin speaks about K9’s death after on-duty incident

Q&A
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See Q&A, A2
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Beth Pelham, the 
principal of Gilbert 

Elementary 
School, talks with 

her assistant 
principal Troy 

Green during a 
school tour. See 
more photos in 
the Hometown 

section, page 
C1.
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