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School director strives for
excellence in all county schools
By Mac McLeod,
OCN Staff
When he was in the third
grade at Rickman Elementary
School, Donnie Holman
experienced an event that
at the time was totally
insignificant but would later
become a goal as director of the
Overton County School system.
“My parents moved from
Independence in 1955,
Director Holman recalled,
“and when I started school
there, I was a manager on
the basketball team. One
day, coach Derward Vaughn
asked me what I was doing
at Rickman, all the Holmans
were from Independence.
After consolidation, I attended
Livingston Academy my junior
and senior years and was a
manager for coach Vaughn, who
I respect greatly.”
“He was picking at me,”
Holman continued, “I’m sure,
but later in life it hit home that
as director of schools for the
entire county, there should
be no boundaries, just every
school pulling for every other
school and all of us pulling
together to make the wheel
roll.”
The current director is an
experienced teacher, principal,
and now administrator and
looks forward to making
Overton County schools better
than when he took the job in
January of 2021.
At 52, Holman is one who
looks to the past only to learn
and looks forward to make
improvements. He has goals for
the schools and looks forward
going to work every day to deal
with every situation.
“You can’t spend too much
time looking at the past,” he
explained, “but you have to
use those experiences to move
forward. Tough times make
you strong, and the past is a
learning experience that gives
us an opportunity to use those
times to make it better in the
future.”
Director Holman will be
the first to tell you his name is
‘Donnie’, and “I don’t have to be
introduced as ‘doctor’.”
“My name is Donnie, and that
was the name my father, Lester,
and mother, Willodean (Sells),
gave me. The other stuff was
added later,” he said with a big
grin.
“I went to school at
Rickman then to Livingston
Academy. After that I went
on to Tennessee Tech
then got my Master’s degree
from Lincoln Memorial. I
earned my Ed.S degree from
Tennessee
T
Tech, and got my
doctor’s
d
degree from Tennessee
State
S
University.”
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Holman lights up when asked
about his very first teaching job.
“It was my first job, and I can
say without a doubt, it was
just great,” he explained. “I got
my first job in East Tennessee
in Union County. That’s
where Chet Atkins and Kenny
Chesney are from, which didn’t
really mean anything, but I just
loved that job.”
After only one year at
Luttrell Elementary, Holman
moved back home to be close
to an ailing father. He taught at
Allons Elementary from 19921996 then became principal
at the school from 1996-99.
In 2000, he moved back to
Rickman, was vice principal
until 2012, then became
principal until 2021 when he
took over the job as temporary
director of the Overton County
School system.
Then he was named
permanent director.
The director inserts at
that point that one of the
achievements he’s most
proud of was restoring some
of the history at Rickman
Elementary School when he
headed a program to upgrade
the annuals, collect one from
each year, and update the class
pictures that cover the walls at
the school.
“That was a team effort and I
was proud to be part of it,” he
added. “I think it’s important
to remember what went on
before.”
Holman also pointed to
Rickman being named a Reward
School while he was principal
there.
“That’s an award given by the
state and it means the school
is in the top five percent of the
schools in the state in learning
and advancing categories. It’s
quite an honor and it took
every member of that school
staff to make it happen,”
Holman pointed out.
So how did this educator
from rural Overton County
choose his life’s work and why?
Director Holman admitted it
was “probably not for the right
reason”, but it worked out that
way. “I needed to be close to
home to help with my father
and also at the same time, I
developed a strong desire to
‘help people’.
“If I know something and
I can teach it to somebody,
then I’m all in,” the director
continued, “and getting
involved in teaching ended up
being what I really enjoyed
most. It’s been so rewarding,
and I’m so happy it turned out
the way it did.
“And it has given me an
opportunity to work with
some outstanding people,”
he explained. “Remember

that story I told you earlier
about my family being from
Independence and ending
up in Rickman? Well, from
that I picked up on the fact
that we’re all one system and
we need to work for every
school, regardless of whether
it’s Rickman, Allons, Wilson
or wherever. To me, every
employee in the system is just
as important as every other
one. It takes good teachers,
good lunch room people,
good maintenance personnel,
everybody. We’re all a part of
a wheel and it takes all the
spokes to make it run smoothly.
I’m really proud of our
personnel.”
One of the challenges facing
not only Overton County, but
a lot of smaller school systems
across the state is funding.
“I’m concerned about what
the governor is going to do
with the BEP funding program,”
the director explained. “This is
a funding program that is vital
to all schools, and especially
the smaller ones. For example,
there are about 3,100 students
in our system, and under the
BEP, one of the things funded
is a nurse. Under the current
program, the state will fund one
nurse for every 3,000 students.
We have four that we have to
fund ourselves.
“This is a very important
issue for us, and we’ll monitor it
very closely.”
So what are other goals for
the new director?
“I have more than one,” he
smiled, “and I’m passionate
about all of them. I want
to improve communication
throughout the district – we

need to know what all of us
are doing so we don’t duplicate
things. I am determined to
improve academic success.
Already we have moved from a
Level 1 in the district to Level
5, and that’s a big step. We must
continue that improvement.
”I think building good
character among our students
is a vital step. We need to have
good character and integrity.
Those two things will make
a big change in students,
regardless of learning ability.
“And I want to see good
employees get the promotion
they deserve. This will drive
employees to do better,
knowing if they are rewarded,
they will be recognized.”
The new director’s office
is open and he’ll take on
any question as honestly as
possible.
“I think that’s the key to
be a good administrator,” he
concluded. “We have to listen
and we have to be able to
give an answer. I’m open and
encourage conversation, – from
employees and from parents.
The better we understand each
other, the better we can meet
the needs of our students, and
after all, they are why we do
what we do.”
Director Holman is married
to Paula, a registered nurse at
Cookeville Regional Hospital,
and they have one son, Grant,
who is also a nurse in the ICU
unit at Cookeville Regional,
and one daughter, Estie, who
is a senior soccer player at
Livingston Academy. He also
had one brother, Ronnie, who
was killed in an auto accident
in 1984.
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Dr. Donnie Holman sits at the Director of Schools’ desk
after officially being hired for the permanent position.
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