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CORONAVIRUS AT A GLANCE

619,629,760
Confirmed

cases worldwide

96,550,450
Confirmed

cases in U.S.

7,880,387
Confirmed

cases in Texas

6,552,100
Deaths

worldwide

1,061,473
Deaths
in U.S.

89,268
Deaths
in Texas

1,436
Confirmed patients in

Texas hospitals

62.76%
Texans 6 months+

fully vaccinated

Source: WHO, CDC, Texas DSHS, Johns Hopkins University

Weeks after more than 60 de-
fendants were stuck for days in
the Harris County Jail booking
area, with one woman being
held on a misdemeanor charge

for 99 hours, officials believe
they have a way to prevent that
from happening again.

The Harris County Sheriff ’s
Office outlined a number of
changes to alleviate the jail pop-
ulation and how long defen-
dants are held before being

moved to the jail, an issue that
has plagued the facility for
months.Accounts of defendants
unable to leaving processing for
a bed in the jail resulted in an in-
spection lastmonthby theTexas
Commission on Jail Standards
and then a violation notice.

Replacing old beds in the in-
firmary is one solution, officials
said in their reply to the state
agency. Outsourcing 600 more

inmates elsewhere is another,
according to the sheriff ’s office
report.

The sheriff ’s office has al-
ready outsourced defendants to
Louisiana. Plans to transfer a
few dozen inmates to Garza
County — a Commissioners
Court-approved project expect-
ed to cost $5 million — started
this weekend. By the time that’s
done, the number of outsourced

inmates will add up to about
1,200.

The violation notice that
prompted the review stemmed
from a complaint that a woman
was held for 99 hours in jail pro-
cessing after her arrest on anon-
violent misdemeanor. She ac-
cepted a plea deal after finally
being transferred to the jail and
appearing in court. She missed

Countyworks to cut jail booking time
Changes come about after some defendants
delayed for dayswhile awaiting processing
By Nicole Hensley
STAFF WRITER

Jail continues on A9

HUNTSVILLE — A Texas
death row inmate whose case re-
defined the role of spiritual ad-
visers in death chambers nation-
wide was executed Wednesday,
despite the efforts of a district at-
torney to stophis lethal injection.

John Henry Ramirez, 38, was
executed at the state penitentiary
in Huntsville. He was convicted
of killing 46-year-old Pablo Cas-
tro in 2004, as he took out the
trash while working at a conve-
nience store in Corpus Christi.

“I have regret and remorse,”
Ramirez told five relativesofCas-
tro — including four of his chil-
dren— as they watched through
a window a few feet from him.
“This is such a heinous act. I
hope this finds you comfort. If

Inmate
executed
with a
prayer
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Prayer continues on A6

cade, 54 crashes have occurred
along the 0.35-mile stretch of
SouthMainStreet,betweenRei-
dland Road and Ulrich Lane.
Most of the wrecks occur with
traffic going north toward the
Huffman area.

“It’s actually been a lot ofmo-
torcyclessince theywidenedthe
road,” Talbott said. “There’s a
lot of loose gravel that builds up
on that curve and it’s like riding
on grass. They lose control and
come sliding intomy driveway.”

It hasn’t always been motor-
cycles.

Talbott’s Gas Station, one of
Harris County’s last full-service
spots, has been a fixture in the
small town of Crosby for years.

The business sits in the apex
of a dangerous curve on FM
2100, also called Main Street,
where four recent vehicle acci-
dents — two within a 24-hour
period – nearly took out the sta-
tion. The last crash destroyed
the two full-service pumps.

Now the owner wants
change.

Danny Talbott, who has lived
his entire life in Crosby, bought
the station in 1987. Every so of-
ten, someone will drive in and
say, “fill ‘er up,” the 69-year-old
man said.

He’s seen more than his fair
share of crashes, especially
since the road was widened as
part of a bridge construction
project over a nearby railroad.

Theproject, launched in 2010,
also involved grade improve-
ments to facilitate trucks going
over the new bridge.

ATexasPeaceOfficer’sCrash
Report shows that in the last de-

Crosby gas station perseveres
despite being hit by 4 vehicles
By David Taylor
STAFF WRITERS

Gas station continues on A6

Thirteen years ago, Rong Li
and her 2-year-old grandson
were rescued by the Fort Bend
County Sheriff ’s Office, hours
after her family first called 911.
The ripple effect from the case
spurred a movement to change
how local law enforcement han-
dles missing persons cases.

In October 2009, Li, then 72,
was visiting Katy from China.
She didn’t speak English and
was staying with her daughter,
Anna Wang. One evening, she
decided to go on a short walk
around the neighborhood with

her infant grandson, David
Wang.

Shortly after departing with
David in a stroller,Wang said, Li
became disoriented. To Li, all
the houses in their master-
planned Cinco Ranch subdivi-
sion looked similar.

When Li didn’t return after
30 minutes, Wang knew some-
thing was wrong. She called 911
immediately, but officers told
her they couldn’t begin a search
because Li had beenmissing on-
ly a short time.

“They said, ‘Just be patient;
she’ll probably turn up soon,’ ”
Wang recalled, “but I knew she
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AnnaWang, with daughter Angelina, recalls Wednesday how officers found her missing mother and toddler son in 2009.

Missing persons case
sparked change

Fort Bend sheriff pushes for a state law to speed up rescue responses

By Claire Goodman
STAFF WRITER

A family photo from 2009 shows Rong Li with grandson
David Wang. The pair went for a walk and became lost. Rescue continues on A6

Houston Independent School
District is switching up its math
curriculum in an attempt to help
more of its students perform at
grade level after the pandemic,
whenmany fell behind. The dis-
trict is trading out amath curric-
ulum it designed for programs
developed by Eureka for ele-
mentary school and Carnegie
Learning for middle and high
school. Both programs are used
throughout the United States.

The Texas Education Agency,
which plays a role in designing
the State of Texas Assessments
of Academic Readiness
(STAAR), approved the curricu-
lums. HISD officials hope the
new curriculums will bring stu-
dents up to speed andbetter pre-

HISD is
working
to improve
test scores
By Rebecca Carballo
STAFF WRITER

HISD continues on A6

Natalie Moreno grieves her aunt, Maira Gutierrez,
during a vigil on Wednesday. Gutierrez was found dead

at a storage lot after being kidnapped at gunpoint.

‘DREAM’ GOES DARK FOR VICTIM’S KIN

Jon Shapley/Staff photographer
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should have been back already,
and I knew something had hap-
pened.”

Wang then rallied her neigh-
bors to search for Li and David
on bike, but the search proved
unsuccessful. Shortly thereaf-
ter, Wang called the sheriff ’s of-
fice directly. Officers were dis-
patched immediately.

Lengthy search
WhenWang said the missing

personswere a senior and a tod-
dler, the sheriff ’s office sent heli-
copters and K-9s to find them,
said Fort Bend County Sheriff
Eric Fagan.

“I really give them credit for
that, because other law enforce-
ment agencies just went by the
policy and not the circumstanc-
es,” said Fagan, who took office
in 2020.

At around 2:30 a.m. that next
morning, deputies found Li and
David near a lake. The two had
wandered several miles and
even crossed U.S. 90. They were
dehydrated but otherwise un-
harmed, Wang said.

Wang raced to her mother
and son. After initially being re-
lieved they were safe, Wang be-
came awestruck by the scene
around them.

“All the officerswere exhaust-
ed,” she recalled. “Even the
K-9s. They were tired and
thirsty. They’d just searched
andsearched forhours to rescue
mymother and son. All the offi-

cerswere sweating, and thedogs
even had white around their
mouths frombeing tired andde-
hydrated.”

The aftermath
At that moment, Wang said,

she knew she wanted to devote
her time to helping law enforce-
ment.

“Saying ‘thank you’ wasn’t
enough forwhat they did formy
family,” she said.

Wang began regularly donat-
ing to Fort Bend County Crime
Stoppers in honor of the Sher-
iff ’s Office. She also donated
money to the Fort Bend County
100 Club and to the Sheriff ’s Of-
fice directly to purchase sup-
plies for the K-9 officers.

Angelina, Wang’s 13-year-old
daughter, has now joined the ef-
forts. The two regularly host
fundraising events and hope to
form a 501(c)(3) charity soon to

ramp up their donations.
“Our plan is to set up a foun-

dation to further our charity do-
nations for the Sheriff ’s Office
so they can have extra money to
buy the things here and there
that they need,” Wang said, “es-
pecially for their K-9s.”

To date, Wang has donated
more than $2,000 to various law
enforcement charities, Fagan
said.

Fagan first learned of Li’s res-

cue in September when Wang
presented a check to his office.
He was shocked to learn that
other law enforcement agencies
had failed to mobilize when
Wang first called for help.

Pushing for change
Now Fagan uses Li’s story to

help convince other agencies to
alter their policies when chil-
dren or seniors go missing.

His efforts are paying off.As a
result of Li’s disappearance, law
enforcement agencies are re-
viewing and changing their pro-
cedures for handling missing
persons, Fagan said.

“Because of (Li’s) situation, in
my office we now have a policy
that other agencies have adopt-
ed as well, that anybody under
the age of 12 or over the age of 65
or anyone struggling with men-
tal illness — we dispatch imme-
diately,” Fagan said. “On those
types of calls, because these type
of individuals are more prone to
getting lost or disoriented, we
don’t wait. As soon as we get
that call, we’re on our way.”

While other local agencies
that work alongside the Fort
Bend County Sheriff ’s Office
have adopted that policy of their
own accord, Fagan said, he’s
pushing for a state-mandated
change.

“It’s fortunate that (Li andDa-
vid) were found, but it could
have gone a different way very
easily,” Fagan said. “A senior
and a small child disappeared.
Those circumstances need to be
handled as an emergency, even
if it’s only been a few minutes.”

Yi-Chin Lee/Staff photographer

Jianxin Wang and his wife, Anna, with children Angelina, 10, and David, now 15, recall the
hourslong search and rescue 13 years ago and the family’s support for law enforcement.

RESCUE
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As Moore’s prayer ended, Ra-
mirez responded: “Amen.”

On Monday, the Texas Board
of Pardons and Paroles unani-
mously declined to commuteRa-
mirez’s death sentence. Accord-
ing to his attorney, Ramirez had
exhausted all possible appeals
and no final request to halt the
execution was filed with the U.S.
Supreme Court.

The lead prosecutor at Rami-
rez’s trial in 2008, Mark Skurka,
said it was unfair Ramirez had
someone praying over him as he
diedwhenCastro didn’t have the
same opportunity.

“It has been a long time com-
ing, but Pablo Castro will prob-
ably finally get the justice that his
family has sought for so long, de-
spite the legal delays,” said Skur-
ka, who later served as Nueces
County district attorney before
retiring.

Ramirez’s attorney, Seth
Kretzer, saidwhilehe feels empa-
thy forCastro’s family, his client’s
challenge was about protecting
religious freedoms for all. Rami-
rezwasnot asking for something
newbut something that has been
part of jurisprudence through-
out history, Kretzer said. He said
even Nazi war criminals were
provided ministers before their
executions after World War II.

KretzersaidRamirez’s spiritu-
al adviser was also allowed to
hold a Bible in the death cham-
ber,whichhadn’t beenpermitted
before, but it was unclear to wit-
nesses whether Moore was car-
rying the book.

On Wednesday evening, Fer-
nando Castro, one of Castro’s
sons, described the punishment
as “a long time coming” and said
Ramirez’s apology was “not go-
ing to bring our dad back.”

“He could saywhat hewanted
to say. Whether it’s true, who
knows? I feel my dad finally got
his justice but I’m not happy
about the situation.”

this helps you, then I am glad.
“I hope in some shape or form

this helps you find closure.”
He expressed love to his wife,

son and friends, concluding
with: “Just know that I fought a
good fight, and I am ready to go.”

As the lethal dose of pentobar-
bital took effect, he took several
short breaths then began snor-
ing. Within a minute, all move-
ment stopped. He was pro-
nounced dead14minutes later, at
6:41 p.m.

Prosecutors said Ramirez
robbed Castro of $1.25 then
stabbed him 29 times. Castro’s
killing took place during a series
of robberies conducted by Rami-
rez and two women following a
three-day drug binge. Ramirez
fled to Mexico but was arrested
3½ years later.

Ramirez challenged state pris-
on rules that prevented his pas-
tor from touching him and pray-
ing aloud during his execution,
saying his religious freedomwas
being violated. That challenge
led to his and others’ executions
being delayed.

In March, the U.S. Supreme
Court sided with Ramirez, say-
ing statesmust accommodate the
wishesofdeathrowinmateswho
want to have their faith leaders
pray and touch them during
their executions.

Before Ramirezmade his final
comments, his spiritual adviser,
Dana Moore, placed his right
hand on the inmate’s chest, and
held it there for the duration of
the execution. With his back to
witnesses, Moore offered a brief
prayer.

“Look upon John with your
grace,” he prayed. “Grant him
peace. Grant all of us peace.” He
spoke of “the Lord is my shep-
herd.”

PRAYER
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“Wehadone car all thewayup
into my office,” he said.

The recent crashes started on
July 9. A truck that had just un-
loaded from Walmart came
around the curve and jerked the
weatherhead out of his building.

“Hedidn’tknowhehaddone it
and continued far enough to
break the pole in half. The live
wire ended up landing on the
state sign that threw a current
back intomy building, fryingmy
(pumps) console, Coke ma-
chine,” and several other electri-
cal appliances, he said.

In the second crash, on Aug.
22, a box truck tried to cut
through his property and hit the
building’s overhang.

“I have signs up all over the
property not to cut through, but
theydo anyway,” he said. “Some-
times now, they’re lined up like a
highway cutting through my
property.”

On Aug. 29, he had yet a third
accident and less than 24 hours

later, another one took out the is-
land with two full-service
pumps.

Thankfully, he said, there was
no explosion.

“The pump dispenser did
catch on fire but there’s a shutoff
valve that prevents the under-
ground tank fromexploding,” he
said.

Talbott blames the increase in
crasheson the roadwidening.He
said he petitioned the state to in-
stall a red light there, but was
told one can’t be place in a curve.
He also asked for the Texas De-
partment of Transportation to
replace the barrier in front of his
building to one he had years ago.
The previous barrier, of several
barrels,wasdamaged inacrasha
few years before the widening
project. On his office window
that oversees the curve and the
station pumps, Talbott has a
photo showing where TxDOT
previously had the barrier.

He did get a barrier after that
crash, but it was not the one he
wanted.

“I asked them specifically to
put my barrel rack and they

agreed,but it turnedout tobe just
four barrels,” Talbott said.

The older barrier system is no
longer available, said Danny Pe-
rez,public informationofficer for
TxDOT’s Houston District. The
new one, he added, is designed
for speedsofup to45mph,which
is 10mph above the posted speed
limit for that section of FM 2100.

Out of the 54 accidents along
that section of road, crash report
data shows more than half, 29,
were the result of excessive
speed, including all four recent
crashes involving Talbott’s sta-
tion.

Perez said the agency is plan-
ning to make improvements at
the site, such as installing more

speed limit signs, adding lighting
and curvewarning signswith 30
mph advisory speed plaques,
painting the nose of the curb and
refreshing the striping in the
area. Some of the changes could
be done by year’s end or early
next year.

“We will certainly continue to
monitor this area and determine
if there are further remedies that
we can implement to improve
safety along the corridor,” he
added.

Thebusinesswill remainopen
while Talbott deals with the cost
of repair. He estimates damages
from the recent crashes may be
$160,000-$175,000, though the
process of settling with the in-
surance companies is ongoing.

“I’ve got my own insurance
and I’m hoping that their insur-
ance will work with me on their
coverage,” Talbott said. He
learned most of the drivers had
the minimum $25,000 coverage
for property damage.

“That’s nothing compared to
the damages,” he said.

dtaylor@hcnonline.com

Patricia Talbott

An accident caused extensive damage to the inside of the garage
where Talbott’s employees work on customers’ vehicles.
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pare them for the standardized
tests. For the 2021-2022 school
year, many grades scored lower
on the STAAR test than they
did pre-COVID. In 2019, 69 per-
cent of third graders were per-
forming at grade level, which
dropped 6 percentage points by
the end of the last school year.
The district’s goal is to reach 77
percent in 2024.

About 62 percent of second
graders met their target in 2019;
in the 2021-2022 school year they
were just under that figure. The
district’s goal is 70 percent per-
forming at grade level by 2024.

Also about 62 percent of first
graders performed at grade lev-
el, equal to 2019, but under the
district’s goal.

“Concepts within mathemat-
ics (are) built on top of each oth-
er sequentially,” Superinten-
dent Millard House II said dur-
ing a board meeting in late Sep-
tember. “Thus, when students
have their instruction interrupt-
ed, it often takes more time for
them to recover, inmath specifi-
cally, than other subjects.”This
trend in declining math scores
isn’t unique to HISD. National-
ly, 9-year-old students saw their
scores drop 7 percentage points
in math from 2020 to 2022, ac-
cording to the National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress
tests, which since the 1970s has
tracked student achievement.
This was the largest drop in
more than 30 years.

So far, the two programs, Eu-
reka and Carnegie, have been
implemented in 78 HISD
schools as part of a pilot pro-
gram. It’s being used mostly in
elementary and middle schools
right now with the exception of
two high schools using Carne-
gie for Algebra I. The district

plans to officially roll out the
programs in all schools by the
next academic year.

Shawn Bird, the district’s
chief academic officer, said the
district currently does not have
an estimated cost for the switch.
The TEA is covering the cost of
the pilot program. School dis-
tricts also routinely receive al-
lotments from the state to pay
for instructional materials,
which should cover the cost of
curriculum switch, Bird said.

Eureka was developed by
Great Minds, a company that
creates educational materials.

Carnegie Learning — devel-
oped in1998 byCarnegieMellon
University — has been in
schools for more than two de-
cades. Eureka is slightly more
recent. It began as an open edu-
cation resource in 2013 andLou-
isiana was one of its first major
adopters about seven years
ago.Eureka gives teachers a lot
of details about how to imple-
ment the lesson plans, which
can be helpful for novice teach-
ers, said Melissa Gallagher, di-
rector of theUniversity ofHous-
ton College of Education’s

Mathematics Education Pro-
gram. She added the detailed
lesson plans could also be a
drawback.

Gallagher was working at
University of Louisiana at La-
fayette training teachers when
Eureka was first being imple-
mented in schools. The district
required teachers to follow the
lesson plans so closely many of
them found it limiting.

“Teachers (in Louisiana)
were kind of forced to follow it
without leaving room to differ-
entiate it to meet the needs of
students in their own class-
rooms,” Gallagher said. “In
someways, it makesmore work
for veteran teachers who know
their curriculumandknowhow
to teach their students well-
.”Bird,withHISD, said theywill
be encouraging teachers to “go
off script.”Thereare fundamen-
tals in the lesson plans they
need to teach, but they don’t
need to follow it exactly as laid
out. “You shouldn’t just follow
the script. If you do that it’s very
dry,” Bird said. “We still want
teachers to plan for the kids in
front of them.”

HISD
From page A3
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Andre Shackelford teaches a math class last year at North
Houston Early College High School.


