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CHATTANOOGA—Sherreda
Peggs knew just what she had to do after
her brother, Cinque, announced he was
the salutatorian at their high school: She
had to be valedictorian.

The siblings, who played all man-
ner of sports—even donning heavy
coats in late fall to crash through the
leaves in games of rugby at their Jack-
son, Tennessee, home—Ilovingly
trash-talked each other throughout their
childhoods. It continues today at the
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga,
where Cinque is a senior and Sherreda
a junior.

“When he told us he was salutatori-
an, I said, ‘Good job, Cinque, I'm proud
of you. But I’'m going to be valedictori-
an,”” Sherreda said.

Cinque left Jackson Central-Merry
Early College High School (JCM) No. 2
in the Class of 2019, and Sherreda land-
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UTC Siblings Have Pushed Each Other to Excellence

ed the top academic spot in the Class of
2021.

Cinque is on track to earn a bach-
elor’s degree in mechatronics, robotics
and automation engineering in Decem-
ber. Sherreda hopes to graduate in 2023
with a degree in exercise science and a
minor in psychology. Her dream is to be
a physical therapist.

“She always wanted to do better
than her big brother,” Cinque said. “We
pushed each other; there was good com-
petition.”

For Sherreda, the transition from
Jackson to UTC was seamless. For one
reason.

“I’'m so happy to go to UTC. I en-
courage everyone to go to college with
their big brother,” she said. “It’s so in-
sane how much we cross paths on cam-
pus. He’s made it much easier for me.”
(by Chuck Wasserstrom)

Sherreda Peggs, left,
followed her older
brother, Cinque, to
UTC. “I encourage
everyone to go to
college with their big
brother,” she said.
Photo by Angela
Foster/UTC.

Chattanooga State Named a Top School
for Online MRI Education

By Betty A. Proctor, Chattanooga State
November 2022 (Chattanooga, TN)
--- Chattanooga State’s Magnetic Reso-
nance Imaging (MRI) program coursework
is offered online to meet the needs of the
adult working imaging technologist. This
course delivery method helped to earn top
honors for Chattanooga State’s online MRI
program for overall “quality, affordability,
and commitment to student success” from
EduMed.org, a company that connects
students with the best and most affordable
online degree programs in more than 60
medical and health fields. View EduMed.
org rankings at https:/bit.ly/3SUdnjU.
ChattState’s MRI program can be
completed in just one semester. Students
complete 16 hours of coursework and 180
hours in a supervised clinical setting. Pro-
spective students must hold a primary certi-
fication in an American Registry of Radio-
logic Technologists (ARRT) discipline.
“Our rankings showcase the schools
giving future nurses and allied health pro-
fessionals the best chance to succeed from
day one in the classroom to day one on the
job,” said Wes Harris, outreach coordinator
for EduMed.org. “This starts with low-cost
tuition, but also includes academic coun-

seling, career placement and other key re-
sources that students need to graduate and
get hired.”

According to the Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics (BLS), the annual median income
for MRI Technologists is more than $77K.
MRI techs are employed by industries that
include general medical and surgical hos-
pitals, medical and diagnostic laboratories,
physician’s offices, and specialty hospitals
(excluding psychiatric and substance abuse
facilities).

EduMed.org researched and analyzed
more than 7,700 accredited schools using
data from the Integrated Postsecondary Ed-
ucation Data System (IPEDS) and from the
schools themselves. Their key data points
included academic counseling services,
career placement services, student-to-fac-
ulty ratio, tuition, the percent of students
receiving school-based financial aid, and
the amount of school-based aid per student.
To be eligible, a school must hold active
regional accreditation and have at least one
partially online program in the ranking sub-
ject. Just eight percent of U.S. postsecond-
ary institutions earned a ranking position.

To learn more about ChattState’s MRI
Program call (423) 697-4450.

Citizens o from front

The figure comes from a new analy-
sis by the nonprofit advocacy group The
Sentencing Project, which found that Mis-
sissippi ranks a distant second, just under
16% of its Black voting-eligible popula-
tion. Tennessee also has the highest rate
of disenfranchisement among its Latino
community — just over 8%.

While states around the country have
moved toward giving people convicted of
felonies a chance to vote again, Tennes-
see has gone in the other direction. Over
the past two decades, the state has made it
more difficult for residents to get their right
to vote back. In particular, lawmakers have
added requirements that residents first pay
any court costs and restitution and that
they be current on child support.

Tennessee is now the only state in the
country that requires those convicted of
felonies be up to date on child support pay-
ments before they can vote again.

The state makes little data available
about who has lost the right to vote and
why. Residents who may qualify to vote
again first have to navigate a confusing,
opaque bureaucracy.

Scott says she paid off her court costs
years ago. But when she brought a voting
rights restoration form to the county clerk
to affirm that she had paid, the clerk told
her she still had an outstanding balance of
$2,390.

“It was like the air was knocked out
of me,” she said. “I did everything that I
was supposed to do. When I got in trouble,
I owned it. I paid my debt to society. I took
pride in paying off all that.”

Scott does not have receipts to verify
her payments because she made them so
long ago, she said. And there is no path-
way for her to fight what she believes is a
clerical error.

She is now a plaintiff in a lawsuit filed
by the Tennessee NAACP challenging the
state’s voting rights restoration process. In
court documents, the state denied allega-
tions that the restoration process is inac-
cessible.

Overall, according to The Sentencing
Project, about 470,000 residents of Tennes-
see are barred from voting. Roughly 80%
have already completed their sentence but
are disenfranchised because they have a
permanently disqualifying conviction —
such as murder or rape — or because they
owe court costs or child support or have
gotten lost in the system trying to get their
vote back.

Over the past two years, about 2,000
Tennesseans have successfully appealed to
have their voting rights restored.

Those convicted after 1981 must get
a Certification of Restoration of Voting
Rights form signed by a probation or pa-
role officer or another incarcerating au-
thoritv for each conviction. The form then

goes to a court clerk, who certifies that the
person owes no court costs. Then it is re-
turned to the local election commission,
which then sends it to the State Election
Commission for final approval. (Rules on
voting restoration were revised multiple
times, so older convictions are subject to
different rules.)

Republican Cameron Sexton, speak-
er of the Tennessee House of Represen-
tatives, said people convicted of felonies
should have to pay court costs and child
support before voting.

“If someone’s not paying or behind
on their child support payment, that’s an
issue,” he told ProPublica. “That’s an issue
for that child, that’s an issue for that family,
not having the things that they agreed to in
court to help them for that child.”

When asked about Tennessee being
the only state to require that child support
payments be up to date before voting rights
can be restored, Sexton said, “Maybe Ten-
nessee is doing it correctly and the others
are not.”

A 2019 report from the Tennessee
Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commis-
sion on Civil Rights found that the require-
ments for repayment have been especially
burdensome to women, the poor and com-
munities of color. The report also noted
that Tennessee has increasingly levied
court charges “as a means for funding the
State’s courts and criminal justice system.”

Georgia previously required payment
of restitution and fines in order to restore
voting rights. But in 2020, the office of
Georgia’s secretary of state clarified that
anyone who has completed their sentence
may vote, even if they owe court costs or
other debts that were not incurred as part of
their sentence.

Disenfranchisement does not solely
impact the lives of individual voters — it
can have consequences for elections, too.
This is particularly true for multiracial
communities in Tennessee, according to
Sekou Franklin, a political science profes-
sor at Middle Tennessee State University.
He pointed to county-level races that have
been decided by a few dozen votes.

“There are real votes that are lost that
can shape elections,” Franklin said.

Black Tennesseans, even those who
were not enslaved, have been disenfran-
chised for centuries. In 1835, the new state
constitution took away the right to vote
from free Black men, who had been able to
vote under the previous constitution. It also
stipulated that anyone convicted of an “in-
famous” crime — a list that included rob-
bery, bigamy and horse stealing — would
lose their voting rights, often permanently.

The civil rights laws of the 1960s
opened up voting again for Tennesseans.
But soon lawmakers began adding back
in provisions that disenfranchised people
convicted of felonies. Legislators updated
the statute every few years, adding to the
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list of crimes that permanently disqualify
someone from voting. The result is a con-
voluted list of eligibility criteria for voting
rights restoration that depend on what a
person was convicted of and when the con-
viction took place.

The reality of disenfranchisement in
Tennessee received some national atten-
tion recently around the case of a Mem-
phis woman, Pamela Moses. Three years
ago, she got her probation officer’s signoff
to vote again. The next day, the Tennessee
Department of Correction asserted the of-
ficer had made an error. Prosecutors then
charged Moses with lying on an election
document. She was convicted and sen-
tenced to six years in prison, but a judge
later threw out the conviction.

Tennessee lawmakers from both par-
ties have tried, unsuccessfully, to make it
easier for residents to get their vote back.

In 2019, two Republican lawmakers
sponsored a bill that would have auto-
matically restored voting rights to people
upon completion of their sentence. It was
supported by a bipartisan coalition of civil
rights advocates, including the libertarian
group Americans for Prosperity and the
Tennessee American Civil Liberties Union.
But it never gained traction among legisla-
tors.

In 2021, two Democrats sponsored an-
other bill that would have granted automat-
ic vote restoration, but that bill also died.
The sponsors said that the Republican su-
permajority in Tennessee’s legislature sim-
ply doesn’t have an appetite to take it on.

“We said we wanted to do criminal jus-

tice reform, but all we’ve done is really nib-
bled around the edges,” state Sen. Brenda
Gilmore told ProPublica, referring to a bill
she co-sponsored with a fellow Democrat.

Dawn Harrington, the founder of Free
Hearts, an organization that supports for-
merly incarcerated women, also advocated
for the 2021 bill. Reforms Falter in Police
Department Under Scrutiny for Killings

On a trip to New York City in 2008,
Harrington carried a gun that was licensed
in Tennessee. Because New York does not
recognize permits from other states, she
was convicted of a gun possession charge.

After serving a yearlong sentence on
Rikers Island, she returned to Tennessee
and set out to have her rights restored. Ten-
nessee requires the incarcerating agency to
sign the rights restoration form, but Har-
rington struggled to find someone in New
York willing to sign it. After nine years, her
rights were finally restored in 2020.

“I don’t know if you know the show
“The Wiz,” but I literally eased on down
the road,” Harrington said about having
her voting rights restored. “I danced. I was
so happy I cried. I was feeling all the emo-
tions. You never know how much some-
thing means to you until it’s taken away.”

Do you have information about people
with felony convictions who are not al-
lowed to vote? Contact Bianca Fortis at bi-
anca.fortis@propublica.org.

Bianca Fortis is an Abrams Reporting
Fellow at ProPublica. This story was first
published by ProPublica



