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IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE NORTHERN DIVISION OF MISSISSIPPI
ABERDEEN DIVISION

LESLIE SMITH PLAINTIFF

VS. CAUSE NO. 1:15CV147-NBB-DAS

COLUMBUS MUNICIPAL SCHOOL DISTRICT, AND
PHILIP HICKMAN, Individually and as Superintendent
of Columbus Municipal School District DEFENDANT

AFFIDAVIT OF DR. PHILIP HICKMAN

STATE OF MISSISSIPPI
COUNTY OF LOWNDES

Personally appeared before me, the undersigned, the within named Philip Hickman, who,
being by me first duly sworn on oath, deposed and stated as follows:

1. My name is Dr. Philip Hickman and I am presently, and was at all times relevant
to this matter, Superintendent of the Columbus Municipal School District. I started in that
position in August at the beginning of the 2014-15 school year. All the information contained in
this affidavit is based on personal knowledge and is true and correct.

2. The Columbus Municipal School District School Board considered and initially
supported my recommendation to hire Plaintiff at our regularly scheduled Board meeting on
Tuesday, August 11, 2014, After the vote to approve, some Board members learned that
Plaintiff was my wife’s uncle and related to me and voiced concerns with the recommendation to
hire. The local newspaper made an issue of that fact as well. Given the backlash, I talked with
Plaintiff about my concerns with bringing the school district under these circumstances. Those

discussions started immediately after the board meeting.

3. As part of those discussions, I sent Plaintiff a local newspaper article wherein the
EXHIBIT
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matter was discussed. (August 12 Commercial Dispatch article on board action attached as Ex. 1
to aff.). That newspaper article link was sent to Plaintiff on August 12, 2014. He told me that he
had already seen the article and was aware of the local concerns. After further communication,
Plaintiff agreed to decline the position. I made David Dunn, our school board attorney, aware of
my discussions with Plaintiff and the board attorney suggested that Plaintiff provide something
in writing declining employment with the school district.

4, I requested Plaintiff to provide me something in writing. I expected that he would
email or fax me the letter. He indicated that he did not have convenient access to email
attachments or to a fax machine. I was scheduled to be in Kansas City for a class reunion over
the weekend and Plaintiff suggested meeting me there to provide a letter declining interest in
taking the job. Plaintiff was apparently coming to Kansas City that weekend as well to visit with
his sister (my mother-in-law), Radifah Zalzala, and other family. Plaintiff planned to meet me at
the home of his sister. We were not able to meet in person, but through phone calls and text
messages I understood that Plaintiff would leave a written letter at the house and I could pick it
up when I came back there. (Group of text messages between Dr. Hickman and Plaintiff
attached as Ex. 2).

5. In the evening hours of Saturday, August 16, 2014, Ms. Zalzala provided me an
envelope containing a letter dated August 15, 2014, signed by Plaintiff declining employment
with the school district. (Letter declining position attached as Ex. 3). When I returned to
Columbus, I provided the letter to the school board counsel and the board. The local newspaper
wrote another article about the matter on Monday, August 18. (August 18 Commercial Dispatch
regarding Plaintiff declining the position attached as Ex. 4). To the best of my knowledge, the

school board took no further formal action on the matter.
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6. On Sunday, August 17, 2014, Plaintiff sent me an email that was somewhat
confusing. First, he said that, although we were unable to meet, he would get me the letter
requested. (August 17 email attached as Ex. 5). The only letter we ever discussed was a letter
declining the position. After the above initial paragraph, Plaintiff said he would not make a
decision on the alleged offer of employment until he received official notification that he had
actually been hired for the position. I attempted on several occasions to contact Plaintiff after
seeing the email, but Plaintiff never answered or returned any of my calls. Plaintiff never came
to Columbus to begin in the position and he was well aware that the job was not available to him.

7. The position approved for Plaintiff by the Board was Director of Schools. He was
required to obtain Mississippi certification to work in the job. This position required that he
execute an employment contract. Plaintiff was never presented and never executed a written

employment contract. He was never employed by the Columbus Municipal School District.

i

DR. PHILIP HICKMAN
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School board bewildered by supe's relation to

new hire

August 12, 2014 11:14:30 AM
Sarah Fowler - sfowler@cdispatch.com

A new hire within the Columbus Municipal School District left some school board members in the dark
and wondering why they were unaware that the hire is related to the newly appointed superintendent.

 On Superintendent Philip Hickman's recommendation, the board unanimously voted Monday to hire
Leslie Smith as the district's director of schools, a position new to CMSD. Smith, a Chicago-based
educator, will earn $70,000 a year, according to the agenda given to board members.

Smith is the uncle of Hickman's wife, something three school board members were unaware of when they
voted to hire him.

During the meeting, board member Glenn Lautzenhiser asked Hickman about the position's
responsibilities and Smith's professional background. Hickman explained that a director of schools would

work with the district's nine principals.

The board voted 4-0 to hire Smith, as well as approving 26 other positions. Board member Jason Spears
was absent from the meeting.

On Monday afternoon, Hickman confirmed to The Dispatch that Smith was his wife's uncle. After the
board adjourned, The Dispatch asked board members Angela Verdell, Greg Lewis, Currie Fisher, Spears
and Lautzenhiser if they were aware of Smith and Hickman's relationship.

Verdell was the only one aware of the family connection.

Fisher said that if she had been aware of the relationship "it would have caused me to hesitate.” When
asked if knowledge of the relationship would have changed his vote, Lautzenhiser said he would have
first sought legal counsel from board attorney David Dunn. Lewis agreed, saying he would have to "look
into it." Spears also said he was not aware of any relationship between Smith and Hickman.

However, Verdell said she and Dunn were both aware of the situation.

Verdell said she learned of the situation "a few hours" before the board meeting and did not see a
problem with the hire.

"] knew that Mr. Dunn was working with Dr. Hickman on the personnel agenda and so any legal issues
would be handled by Mr. Dunn," Verdell, the board president, said. "I do know what the state law says
about that.

"There are only four things that preclude hiring: spouse, child, and anybody that is blood-related to
somebody in the district. The state makes provisions for that."

After the meeting, Hickman explained that he did not tell the entire board about he and Smith's
relationship because he views it as a personnel issue. EXHIBIT
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"] don't really discuss personnel iss¥s," he said, citing possible legal repef€ussions.
Dunn told The Dispatch that in his opinion, the board had done nothing illegal in hiring Smith.

When asked if he thought it was appropriate to hire a family member, Hickman said, "I knew him before
I knew her and what I'm all about is having someone that's competent that really can make a change for

our kids."
Hickman declined to provide The Dispatch with a copy of Smith's resume, again citing personnel issues.

* Late last week, Hickman's wife, Adilah Zalzala, was also listed on the consent agenda to be potentially
hired as the district's special education coordinator. Her salary was listed as $42,000, according to the

consent agenda.

However, Zalzala's name was removed from the list of possible hires prior to Monday night's meeting.
After an executive session, Dunn said because she is Hickman's wife, the board would need to appoint a
temporary personnel director who could recommend Zalzala for hire.

The board voted to appoint Deputy Superintendent Craig Shannon as the personnel director.
The recommendation regarding Zalzala's potential hire is expected to be made at the next board meeting

on Sept. 8.
Sarah Fowler covered crime, education and community related events for The Dispatch.
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{ Messages (5) Leslie Details
Dec 18, 2013, 2:24 PM

What was that job title you said i
could do in Houston

SSO... School Support Officer.. The

pay would be $124,000

Thank you

Other districts in Texas call it Area
Superintendent . Because they are so

~large the are in place to help handle
the needs of a school like a
Superintendent would. But in our

_ district because we are decentralized
you guide and support the principals
as oppose to tell them what to do

Thank you

Jul 13, 2014, 1:24 PM

Call me when u can Uncle

Jul 24, 2014, 11:09 AM

Give me a call

Jul 28, 2014, 6:22 AM

EXHIBIT
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{ Messages (5) Leslie Details

Jul 28, 2014, 6:22 AM

Jul 28, 2014, 9:51 PM

| thought you were going to call me

on Sunday?

Lrev621@gmail.com

Jul 29, 2014, 5:12 AM

Don't forget to apply for your
certification, it's simple. Also do u
want to also supervise departments,
meaning the person over homeless

and ELL, the person over Federal
Programs. They are good people who
run their programs well but they
report to someone which would be u
if u are ok with that

Jul 30, 2014, 10:58 AM

Dr. Certification process is in motion.
Rockford verification is a five day turn
around process. Need test scores
from 20 years ago, that will be a task.

Jul 30, 2014, 12:31 PM

B ot Message N gend 000017
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{ Messages (5) Leslie Details

Jul 30, 2014, 12:31 PM

In a meeting

Hey what program are they using for
student management. Do you have a
curriculum or book being used.

Student management? Behavior?

| got it

Aug 2, 2014, 5:58 PM

U still coming?

Lol principals can legally paddle kids
in Mississippi. It's on the enroliment
form. OMG. But | have a choice not to
allow it

Waiting for certification information

Aug 5, 2014, 9:19 AM

Give me a call when u can

Soon as this meeting end

O § | - Sepd 000018
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{ Messages (5) Leslie Details

Aug 5, 2014, 9:19 AM

Give me a call when u can

Soon as this meeting end

Fill out application on my web site
ASAP. | just need to know u coming
so | can put u on Monday board
meeting to hire u pending state
certification. Then u can still start
when u able to come

If not mistaken, i did the application
already. Will check soon as i can

Ok if u did then all is well. Do are u
definitely coming?

Dr. Smith. Are you still coming for
sure? Are u certain, before | put u on

the board agenda to hire.

m lext Message | N Send 000019

Aug 5, 2014, 11:51 AM



Case: 1:15-cv-00147-NBB-DAS Doc #: 31-1 Filed: 08/01/16 10 of 19 PagelD #: 81
®eec0 Sprint LTE 8:57 AM 68% I

{ Messages (5) Leslie Details

Aug 5, 2014, 11:51 AM

Can u please respond

Is it possible to get job title,
description, and duties: so i can
prepare and be ready for the new
boss.

You are Director of Schools. Stop
with the anxiety

The one on line is fake. Once u get
here we can discuss it

In a meeting, call you right back.

Have u applied. That is the
requirement

Where do i go for that?

U said u did. Online on our website

| need u to do it today

| know u old folks are uneasy abut
this question but | need ur address,
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{ Messages (5) Leslie Details

Aug 11, 2014, 6:22 PM

,I'I.n, -ag;béar_d: mé'étingvot'ing;:fgr u to hire

Aug 12, 2014, 9:43 AM

(1/2) Saw my name in the board
report. Thank you very much for even
considering me. | believe i have
everything in. Last piece came
yesterday. The lady in state

(2/2) ed dept had me confused but i
now await an answer from them.
Thanks again

Aug 12, 2014, 1:25 PM

| http://www.cdispatch.com/news/

article.asp?aid=35473

Yes sir. | already read the entire
article. <

Aug 13, 2014, 8:34 PM

(1/2) Hey Dr. | couldn't get a ticket at
arate | wanted to pay. | got caught
trying to get some things done here. |
will however be in K C this weekend,

o | Sepcl 000023
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{ Messages (5) Leslie Details

Aug 13, 2014, 8:34 PM

(1/2) Hey Dr. | couldn't get a ticket at
a rate | wanted to pay. | got caught
trying to get some things done here. |
will however be in K C this weekend,
we.

(2/2) should talk then if you can work
me in.

Aug 15, 2014, 7:47 PM
Are u able to write the letter?

Aug 16, 2014, 1:33 PM

I'm in Kansas City where are you still

at the festival

Aug 16, 2014, 2:36 PM

No not at festival. Moving around city.
What time does your activities start
tonight?

Aug 16, 2014, 3:47 PM

O - Sl 000024
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< Messages (5) Leslie Details

Aug 16, 2014, 3:47 PM

Where and what time do u want to

meet

Aug 16, 2014, 5:08 PM

Since | can't teach you can you
please leave the signed letter with
Mom-Zalzala

| just need it to say, | Leslie Smith
decline the position of Director of
Schools. Thank Columbus Municipal
School District for the wonderful
opportunity. ...

Aug 16, 2014, 7:02 PM

| didn't know what time it was. The

dinner starts 7:30. How long will y'all
be there

Til the fridge gets fixed, i don't know.

Aug 16, 2014, 10:43 PM
Are y'all still there

____Aug 19,2014, 718 AM____

& Text Message  Send 000025
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< Messages (5) Leslie Details

Mom-Zalzala

| just need it to say, | Leslie Smith

decline the position of Director of
Schools. Thank Columbus Municipal
School District for the wonderful
opportunity. ...

Aug 16, 2014, 7:02 PM

| didn't know what time it was. The
dinner starts 7:30. How long will y'all
be there

Til the fridge gets fixed, i don't know.

Aug 16, 2014, 10:43 PM
Are y'all still there

Aug 19, 2014, 7:18 AM

Your causing more harm than good
by ignoring. Your niece said she can't
read ur scriptures anymore and wish

u stop sending them and your sister
said that's why she will never be a
Christian because of Christians like u.

O] ot TAmEaals | ' . Gepg 000026
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August 15, 2014

To Whom it May Concern:

Atthis ime, | would fike to decline your offer of employment,

| appreciate your time and your interest In me.

Sincerely,
Lesile Smith

{WM

&

EXHIBIT
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Relative of CMSD's Hickman declines position

Sarsh Foater
August 18, 2014 1038:12 PM

A Chicago-baved rducator Bipped to bedirector of scheals within
the Columbus bfnicipal Sehnal District kaz deelined to accept the
pasition, zecording to a lettes the distwict's superiatezdent sent

s The Dispatch late lost week.
'\ Rt ‘ Leslic Smith was hlred in 2 4-a vote by lhe CIASD beard during
RE - ] Monday night's board meeting. The acwly created pasilion wasta
J:"i:" ., eomme witha 370,000 8 yesr salory.

Y~

Smitdy, es difector of schoals, would work with the district's nine
principals, acording to Superntendent Philip Hizkmun,

Now, hevant.

Supeantandeal Prlip

*ARer consultation with the board of trusiees and my desire W

Heckman vemain focused o gur common goal of improving the quality of
edveation for childres, the position of director vl schools will nol
e filled, as Mr. Saiith has declined the offee.” Hiekman wrale in
nis lettes,

Tha fofcving related fies

Hickman, tapped 1o Jead the district carlier this summer,
recommended that the board hlre Smith, Smith is the uncle of
Hickrean's wile— a fact three scheol beacd members wero

and finks ar available.

f:: File: Or. ungware of when they voted W hire Smith oo Monday,
Hickmand€™s leller 1o

Tha Dispalch tegarding After the beard voted to apprave hidng his fmily membec
the dire<tor of schaols tfondxy night, Flckman defended the inove.

positen.

mhat I'm all thowt is having someone that's compelent thal really
@n make a change for cur kds,” he =id, odding that he &id not tell the catire zchioo] board alout
s 2nd Smith's rlatianskip becaer he viows il asa personoel sve,

Smith could not be resched far comment Saturday. Neither couid Hickman.

Bespite Smith declining to nezept the position, Hitkanan, in his jeres Lo Tha Dispatch, sid the

lre "wvould have benefitted CMSD by assisting in our ciforts to revitalize the district’s educniona)
promise.

g gwever, community sapport is vital and valued in transforming an cducationnl system,”
Hickman wrole, *As Tve stated sinee arriving o CMSD. trustand pesception by our community is
very important to me.as we work together to create One Vision, One Team and One Columbus,”

1l isunclearif the director of schoals pesition will be filled ata later date

During Jast fonday's meeting, CMSD board merabers alsw appointed a tanporary peronnel
director who will decide whethier to recommend hicing Hickman's wife, Adilah Zahzalo, as the
district's spodial education coordinator. The salary for the position was listed al 542,000,
according 1o (be consont agenda.

The potential hire s epected to e braught up at the next 145D board meeting on Sept, 8.

Saran Fowier covers rime. educatan and communky teiaicd events for The Dispalch. Foliow bt
cn Twitler @FowlarSarah
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(10029 unread) - phickman96 - Yahoo Mail

Home Men News Sporls Financa Weather Gomes Groups Ansviers Screen FEckr
VR « BN A S B X
Z Comgose ! & & o> focele BIMover @ spm v BB Mored J=Xollapse All
Inbox (3999+) Letter request(2)
Dralis (23)
Sent Hickmon, Phillp Aug 17
Spam (755 Ta NMa
Teash
v Felders
Daleted ttoms Dr. Ph.mp W. V. Hickenan
R Superintendent
Ocleted dessages Columbus Municipa! School District
Drafis HickmanP@Columbuskld msus
Notes
Sentlters Sent frem my (Phona
Seat Mossages Begin forwarded message:
Synced Messages
> Recent From: Lestio Smith <l G2A@0mad.com>
Date: August 17, 2014 at 9:39:12 PM COT
Sponsorad To: Phflip Hickman <kickmanR Ecofumbuskl2msws», 1 C € Carlos

st ac. sevesetmmptt o

Cea Qvestocasa
Metrodto Pay OF
Yot Mosizge

[Uiesdy'e Jouma)

]

lof ]

Smith ccismith112@noleam», LAMARN WILLAMS
<lamamd03Bgmailcem-
Subject: Fwd: Letter request

evevecemes FOrWArded MELsage -=-voeeres
Fromy: "Lestio Smith® <[zeviASgmiil.com>
Date: Aug 17, 2014 711 AM

Subject: Letter roquest

To: <alalguS@yy >

Cc

Or. Hickman, it appears aur meeting face to face to discuss what's
happening in Columbus will not take place, J have dedded to email
you the latter requested,

To Or. Hickman,

Pleas note that  have beon advised thot | azn make ao dedsion
regarding my cecent hiting os Director of Schoals befare i tecaive
official notification from H R stating | hiave been hired to o above
positen. Once { reccive this notfcatcn o cesponse wifl ba

i farthcoming.

Lestie Smith

Reply. Roply All or Forvrard | AMoro

Ma Yoday st 7:50 PM
Ya Me

Dr. Phifip V. V, Hickman
Supcrintendent

Sent from my Ifthone

Bagin lonvardnd message:

¥ Show message history

Reply, Reply All or Forwoard | Moro

R SRR

tobila

I Moro

Home B Phifip
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