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School News
HAPPENINGS FROM OUR CLAY COUNTY SCHOOLS

By Jesse Hollett
School News

ORANGE PARK – Pinto beans and rice, macaroni 
and cheese and oatmeal. 

It’s what can be on the menu for the more 
than 18,000 Clay County students who, other-
wise, might not eat each weekend.  

After a growth spurt last year, Jacksonville-
based meal distribution nonprofit Hunger Fight 
is expanding its presence in Clay County to in-
clude weekend meals for the county’s students 
who eat free or reduced lunches.

The nonprofit’s growth has allowed it to 
increase its student meal backpack program in 
the county.

“We know that there’s a need, because the 
teachers and administrators and educators that 
we’re working with are asking for more,” said 
Bryan Butterstein, who does community devel-
opment for Hunger Fight in Clay County. 

Previously, he said, the organization 
donated meals mostly to local food pantries 
in Clay County. The organization services 16 
counties in Northeast Florida, and until recently 
lacked the staff to orchestrate larger programs 
in smaller counties. 

Hunger Fight grew 40 percent last year, 
according to Butterstein, a Clay County resident 
hired in August in large part to increase the 
charity’s activity within the county. 

“We’re trying to take more of an active role 
in Clay County,” Butterstein said. “It’s just in the 

past it’s been manpower. We’re all doing nine 
different things and wearing many different 
hats.”

The nonprofit will hold its Third Annual 
Thanksgiving Food Packing Event Nov. 18 
and 19 at Orange Park High. Last year’s event 
brought in members from 26 organizations and 

created 56,000 meals for area residents. 
The nonprofit generally sells tables at its 

packing events to businesses and community 
organizations as a way for paying for the sup-
plies. 

Volunteers pack every meal, and Butter-
stein said one table typically produces 4,000 

meals during a packaging session. Those 4,000 
meals will then help feed 28 kids throughout 
the entire school year. The students will come 
from Title 1 schools throughout the county. To 
qualify as a Title 1 school, a school must have 
high percentages of children from low-income 
families. 

Hunger Fight reports its November event 
in Orange Park has 40 businesses signed up 
so far –about half of what is needed to have a 
successful event.

Hunger Fight projects this year’s event will 
create 160,000 meals in two hours if the non-
profit receives the community support it needs. 
Hunger Fight organizes roughly 60 of these 
events a year, including its annual event at the 
Prime Osborn Convention Center in Jackson-
ville. That event attracts around 800 volunteers 
to pack the meals. 

There are other smaller packing events in 
Clay County throughout the year – however, 

PHOTO PROVIDED BY DEAN PORTER

At the second Annual Thanksgiving Food Packing Event held last year at the Seventh Day Adventist Church on Fleming Island, volunteers 
carefully measured ingredients that would go nourish the needy. Members of 26 area businesses and organizations along with 180 volunteers 
packaged more than 52,000 meals for area food pantries. Hunger Fight organizers hope to expand their Clay County operations to provide more 
meals for area students this year. 

Hunger Fight increasing its Clay presence

SEE HUNGER, 11

“We know that there’s a 
need, because the teachers 
and administrators and 
educators that we’re working 
with are asking for more.” 

– Bryan Butterstein, who does 
community development 

for Hunger Fight in Clay County
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Clay County District Schools

ELEMENTARY
Argyle Elementary

Angela Ward, Principal
(904) 573-2357

Charles E. Bennett Elementary
Sarah Lawson, Principal

(904) 529-2126
Clay Hill Elementary
Adele Reed, Principal

(904) 289-7193
CopperGate Elementary

Amy Dyal, Principal
(904) 291-5598

Doctors Inlet Elementary
Thomas Gerds, Principal

(904) 213-3000
Fleming Island Elementary

Jennifer Collins, Principal
(904) 278-2020

Grove Park Elementary
Scott Voytko Principal

(904) 278-2010
Keystone Heights Elementary

Melanie Sanders, Principal
(352) 473-4844

Lake Asbury Elementary
Tiffany Outman, Principal

(904) 291-5440
Lakeside Elementary
Jeff Schriver, Principal

(904) 213-2966
McRae Elementary

Tammy Winkler, Principal
(352) 473-5686

Middleburg Elementary
Becky Wilkerson, Principal

(904) 291-5485
Montclair  Elementary

Bill Miller, Principal
(904) 278-2030

Oakleaf Village Elementary
Tracey Kendrick, Principal

(904) 291-5458
Orange Park Elementary

Carole McCullough, Principal
(904) 278-2040

Plantation Oaks Elementary
Jennifer Roach, Principal

(904) 214-7478
R.M. Paterson Elementary

John O’Brian, Principal
(904) 278-2078

Ride Out Elementary
Kimberly Marks, Principal

(904) 291-5430
Ridgeview Elementary

Tracy McLaughlin, Principal
(904) 213-2952

S. Bryan Jennings Elementary
Elise Love, Principal

(904) 213-3021
Shadowlawn Elementary
Nancy Crowder, Principal

(904) 529-1007
Swimming Pen Creek Elementary

Rodney Ivey, Principal
(904) 278-5707

Thunderbolt Elementary
Lacy Healy, Principal

(904) 278-5630
Tynes Elementary

Laura Fogarty, Principal
(904) 291-5400

W.E. Cherry Elementary
Angie Whiddon, Principal

(904) 278-2050

Wilkinson  Elementary
Heather Teto, Principal

(904) 291-5420

JUNIOR HIGH
Green Cove Springs Junior High

Jen Halter, Principal
(904) 529-2140

Lake Asbury Junior High
Becky Murphy, Principal

(904) 291-5582
Lakeside Junior High

Mallory McConnell, Principal
(904) 213-2980

Oakleaf Junior High
Kristin Rousseau, Principal

(904) 213-5500
Orange Park Junior High

Al De Jesus, Principal
(904) 278-2000

Wilkinson Junior High
Christina Cornwell, Principal

(904) 291-5500

HIGH SCHOOL
R.C. Bannerman Learning Center

Mike Elia, Principal
(904) 529-2100

Clay High
Cary Dicks, Principal

(904) 529-3000
Fleming Island High

Thomas Pittman, Principal
(904) 541-2100

Keystone Heights High
Aaron McWilliams, Principal

(352) 473-2761
Middleburg High

Roger Dailey, Principal
(904) 213-2100
Oakleaf High

Treasure Pickett, Principal
(904) 213-1900

Orange Park High
Clayton Anderson, Principal

(904) 272-8110
Ridgeview High

Debbie Segreto, Principal
(904) 213-5203

Clay Virtual Academy
Lana Racine-Haffner, Principal 

(904) 336-9875
Adult and Community Education

Shannah Kosek, Supervisor 
(904) 336-4450

By Jesse Hollett
School News

GREEN COVE SPRINGS – As Clay County ex-
pands and new housing developments come 
online, the county inevitably has to build new 
schools to accommodate the influx of new 
students. 

But how a school district goes from soil to 
new school house is often shrouded in mystery 
to outsiders, and mired in red tape, studies, 
maps and projection upon projection for insid-
ers. 

That’s where James Fossa comes in.
Fossa, referred to colloquially as Jim, is the 

Clay County School District’s planning and 

intergovernmental affairs coordinator. 
His position represents an imperceptible 

and often underappreciated aspect of the dis-
trict that connects the school system to county, 
state and federal governments.

Fossa’s position also ropes him in as an 
intermediary between builders, which makes 
his role indispensable for the district. He has to 
track up-to-date school occupancy numbers 
and prevent a long-held desire to place stu-
dents in portable classrooms. 

And for two years his chair sat empty.
Development slowed following the Great 

Recession, and according to Fossa, his position 
took a sideline. In those two years, his position 

Fossa has his eye on every 
new housing development

Jim Fossa points to a point on the Clay County map where a housing development is planned. The multiple maps in his office guide him in his 
daily work with the Clay County School District where he has to track housing starts in order to plan where new Clay County Schools should be 
built.

SEE DEVELOP, 9
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CCEA: The Clay County 
Educational Association. 
Working for the students, teachers, 

and families of Clay County.

President Renna Lee Paiva
Clay County Education Association

3798 Old Jennings Rd. • Middleburg, Florida 32068
Phone 904-203-2092 • Cell 904-778-5844

By Kile Brewer
School News

MIDDLEBURG – Dads, stepdads, grandfathers, 
brothers and other guardians throughout Clay 
County were invited to take some time off work 
and visit their child at school on Sept. 27 during 
the school district’s version of the national Dads 
Take Your Child to School Day campaign. 

Most elementary schools, and some junior 
high schools, hosted events to promote fathers 
visiting their children. Many of the schools 
planned events during the students’ lunch peri-
ods, while others invited dads to drop their kids 
off, especially if it isn’t part of the dad’s daily 
routine to drop the kids off at school. 

Middleburg Elementary School hosted 
lunchtime activities including a photo booth 
where dads could pose with their student, 
and an outdoor obstacle course where dads 
could race their students over a balance beam, 
hurdles and cones. 

“You should’ve seen them when they 
walked in and saw their dads,” said Principal 

Becky Wilkerson. “We really wanted dads to feel 
like they’re just as important and needed as our 
moms.”

Wilkerson said she received 88 responses 
from dads interested in attending the special 
event. Some dads worked double, or even 
triple duty, with multiple kids in multiple grade 
levels, and stuck around for consecutive lunch 
periods. Some dads brought their kids a favor-
ite meal, and others tried out the school’s menu 
for themselves. 

“I’m here with her and I’ve got another 
one later today with her older brother,” Owen 
Fagan said while standing with his five-year-old 
kindergartener Elise. “It’s nice to be able to get 
away [from work] and see her.” 

“It’s very, very fun,” Elise said about seeing 
her dad at school. Her favorite part of the lunch 
period was, in her words, “just talking to him.”

Wilkerson said they have a lot of military 
families at their school, so, dads who currently 
serve in the military were asked to wear their 
uniforms if they wanted. The school works hard 

Dads go back to 
school in Clay County

STAFF PHOTO BY KILE BREWER

Owen Fagan and his daughter Elise attempt the balance beam that was set up as part of Middleburg Elementary School's Dads Take Your Kids 
to School Day.SEE DAD, 7
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Proud Supporter 
of Clay County 
District Schools

By Kile Brewer
School News

MIDDLEBURG – In the wake of Hurricane Irma 
storm, teachers at Wilkinson Junior High School 
started thinking about their students. 

A few teachers came together and took 
to social media to seek out donations for the 
students and families at the school, where 
more than 60 percent of their students receive 
school meals either free or at a reduced rate. 
With school being cancelled through Sept. 15, 
that meant a majority of the school’s students 
would not be receiving those meals. 

“When it comes to these kids, there’s 
nothing we won’t do,” said Ryan Vaughan, the 
school’s ESE director. 

As donations started to come through, 
Vaughan spoke with his wife, who works 
with Lutheran Social Services. The nonprofit 
organization has a program that helps Duval 
County school students by providing schools 
with tied bags of foods that are designed to get 
a student through the weekend. The bags are 
handed out discreetly by teachers and placed 
directly in the students’ backpacks. 

Vaughan thought this would be a great way 
to give to the community, so he pitched the 
idea to LSS on Wednesday, and by Thursday, 
the agency was on board. The school an-
nounced the donation and invited members 
of the community to come by on Sept. 15 be-
tween noon and 6 p.m. to pick up a bag of food 
for each student. Teachers also asked donors to 
shop for laundry soap, pet supplies, and items 
such as baby wipes that come in handy when 
your hot water heater doesn’t have power and 
prefer not to take a cold shower. 

“Even though they prepared for the storm, 
they didn’t know [the effects] would last this 
long,” said Jason Clark, a nourishment network 
coordinator with Lutheran Social Services. “Our 
goal is to get them through the weekend.” 

Each bag contained snacks and food 
staples that are designed to provide about 
seven basic meals, one for Friday night and 
three for both Saturday and Sunday. A box 
truck delivered hundreds of these bags last 
Friday morning at Wilkinson.

“This is just our way of giving back to the 
community in this time of need,” Clark said. 
“A lot of people spent their money on other 
things to prepare for the storm.”

After the donations from the Jacksonville-
based Lutheran Social Services arrived, Wilkin-
son’s cafeteria was half-full of bags of food. 
What started as one table of donated food and 
supplies had expanded and filled almost all the 
table space in their lunch room. 

There was enough extra food that Wilkin-

son sent 200 bags to Clay Hill Elementary and 
another 300 to Middleburg Elementary. Fol-
lowing Friday’s pop-up shop at Wilkinson, any 
remaining food and supplies were taken across 
the parking lot to Wilkinson Elementary where 
they would be given away at the school’s block 
party, which was thought up as an escape for 
families who had been dealing with the effects 
of the storm all week long. 

“We wanted to have a party for our families 
to come together and have a good time, to 
distract them from what has been going on,” 
Wilkinson Elementary Principal Heather Teto 
said. “That’s what we’re all about in Middleburg 
– family.”

In addition to donated food, supplies and 
the bags donated through LSS, there were also 

some items up for grabs that were intended as 
a small, comforting gesture from the school. 

The junior high’s FCCLA chapter came 
together to create something special for those 
who showed up at the school for food and 
supplies. Student club members baked cook-
ies and cupcakes, all artfully decorated and 
wrapped individually in cellophane as a sort 
of free bake sale for people who, after a week 
of power outages and weather-related issues, 
would appreciate fresh home-baked treats. 

“It adds that home feeling, it’s not just a bag 
of food, it’s something special,” said Christina 
Cornwell, Wilkinson Junior High principal. 
“Hopefully they get the feeling that we love 
them.”

As the teachers bagged bread and helped 
shoppers find the items they need, there were 
smiles on every face in the room. Endless 

Family is what it’s all about after Irma

PHOTOS BY KILE BREWER

Middleburg residents "shop" for food and sanitary supplies last Sept. 15 at Wilkinson Junior High School in Middleburg. The school's staff, in 
partnership with Lutheran Social Services, provided a bag of food that would get one student through the weekend following Hurricane Irma.

Cookies and cupcakes were provided to anyone picking up food and 
supplies last Friday at Wilkinson Junior High School during the school's 
efforts to help the community following the damage and loss of power 
caused by Hurricane Irma. These special treats were provided by the 
school's FCCLA chapter.

SEE FAMILY, 6
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For always putting students first… 
you deserve something extraordinary.SNAP THIS.

THIS IS WHERE 
IT STARTS 

Bigger value. 
Better access. 

• A.A. (transfer) degree
• Online degrees
• Bachelor’s degrees

AND MORE!

Isn’t it time you discover 
your real story?

GREEN COVE SPRINGS – Over the last eight years, the nonprofit Jacksonville and Florida Storm Softball organization has helped hundreds of 
female athletes play softball at the collegiate level. The nonprofit, which is ran by Clay County School Superintendent Addison Davis and his 
wife Natalie, over the years, has built relationships with numerous similar associations. On Sept. 16,  the Virginia Chesterfield Fusion Fastpitch 
organizations donated two 53-foot tractor trailers full of items to assist with Hurricane Irma relief.

“As the leader of this organization, I am donating this to Clay County!,” Davis posted on his Superintendent Facebook page.
Davis said, after seeing firsthand the needs that Clay County has in the aftermath of Hurricane Irma, the items could help many people 

here get back to normalcy. “This week, staff members worked hard to organize thousands of donations for Clay County employees affected by 
Hurricane Irma. In the past two days, employees have been able to stop by and pick up supplies to help them through the recovery process,” 
Davis stated on Facebook.

Davis’ nonprofit helps families after Irma

JACKSONVILLE – It all began as a seed that was planted last school year and on Sept. 17, it paid off for the students from Team Lakeside 
Elementary as they got to attend a home game of the NFL’s Jacksonville Jaguars. The Lakeside students won the Play 60 Challenge during 
halftime and brought home a check for $2,000 plus they received another $1,500 grant from the Jaguars Foundation. The Play 60 Chal-
lenge is a six-week program that encourages sixth-grade students to become more involved in physical fitness through hands-on activities 
and journaling. Teachers challenge students to exercise 30 minutes during the school day and 30 minutes after school. Lakeside first 
became involved in the program in December 2016.

Bringing home the win 

Six Clay students named 
National Merit Semifinalists
EVANSTON, Ill. – Four students from Fleming 
Island High and two from Ridgeview High 
have been named Semifinalists in the 2018 
National Merit Scholarship Program, spon-
sored by the National Merit Scholarship Corp.

Fleming Island High students Nathan 
Campbell, Corrina R Laird, Sara M. Phillips 

and Samantha E. Zima and Ridgeview High 
students Evan Collins William J. Kortright join 
approximately 16,000 Semifinalists in the 63rd 
annual National Merit Scholarship Program.

These academically talented high school 
seniors have an opportunity to continue in 
the competition for some 7,500 National 
Merit Scholarships worth more than $32 

SEE MERIT, 8
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Call Today
904-272-2438

Award-Winning Dentistry For Your Family

Michael Vanover, DDS

9/14–9/28

FirstCoastYMCA.org
904.265.1775

N O  J O I N I N G  F EE
with donation to our art supply drive.

Now accepting new patients! 
appointments@nflfamilymed.com 

nflfamilymed.com

It feels good to be family. 
Jacksonville’s Premier Health Provider

 is now in Green Cove Springs. 
Family Medical Centers is proud 
to serve the needs of families of 

Northeast Florida, from preventative 
to acute care. With multiple 

convenient locations, there’s a Family 
Medical Center nearby, including 
Orange Park, Middleburg and our 
new Green Cove Springs’ center. 

3189 US Highway 17
Green Cove Springs, FL 32043

 904.621.0247

exchanges of, “Thank you,” and “we’re here to 
help,” could be heard. 

“We want everyone to feel at home 
whether they’re a student, parent, or faculty 
member,” said Tina Norris, a teacher at Wilkinson 
Junior High. “This is a family, not just a school, 
and we have to help our people.”

Norris smiled as she watched students and 
staff carrying groceries for shoppers, and load-
ing up trucks outside to would be delivered to 
other schools and to families who couldn’t get 

PHOTO BY KILE BREWER

Wilkinson Junior High School teacher Tina Norris, center, carries some 
bags for a woman who stopped by the school Friday to pick up some 
food, pet supplies and cleaning products after the school opened up 
to the community to provide donations for those in need following 
Hurricane Irma.

Family
from page 4

out of their homes. 
“We have faculty members here who don’t 

even have power themselves, but they’re here 
volunteering,” Norris said. “I’m so proud of our 
kids. These students are volunteering their time 
when they’re out of school to help the com-
munity. They’ve come together to help those 
in need.”
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YOU’RE NEVER FAR FROM A MATTAMY HOME

SALES CENTER HOURS MONDAY TO THURSDAY AND SATURDAY 10 AM – 6 PM; FRIDAY AND SUNDAY 12 PM – 6 PM
All illustrations are artist’s concept. All dimensions are approximate. Prices,  specifications, terms and conditions subject to change without notice. E.&O.E. Builder CGC1523769

*Hometown Heroes include: Active, retired and honorably discharged military, Active Nurses (Registered Nurse, Licensed Practical Nurse,  Certified Nursing Assistant, and Nurse Practitioners) , Active Field law enforcement, Active Firefighters, Emergency Medical Technicians 
and Paramedics , Active School Teachers (in a classroom) Pre K-12th grade  

FIND YOUR NEXT HOME AT MATTAMYHOMES.COM OR CALL 904-432-3054

Discover the quality and comfort from North America’s 
largest privately owned homebuilder.

Mattamy’s thoughtfully designed, master-planned communities bring healthy living 
to an engaging home life. Located close to A-rated schools, convenient shopping and 
necessities, and amenities that fit your active lifestyle, a Mattamy Home is a home you’ll 
value for a lifetime. 

In appreciation of your service, our Hometown Heroes* will receive a 1% 
discount off the price of the home of your choice in all our Jacksonville 

communities. It would be a true honor to have you live in one of our homes.

Dad
from page 2

uniforms if they wanted. The school works hard 
to recognize military parents and coordinate 
with their evolving and sometimes busy 
schedules. 

“When [a child’s] dad serves in the military, 
the family serves too,” Wilkerson said. 

After lunch, dads posed for photos with 
their kids and then everyone headed outside to 
enjoy a brief after-lunch recess. Most dads talk-
ed while their kids stumbled their way through 
the obstacle course, their kindergarteners’ legs 
tangling up in hurdle blocks and hopscotch 
ladders. Other dads spent one-on-one time 
with their child, especially the first-time dads. 

Jake Boyles and his five-year-old son Jacob 
walked over to a swing set and challenged 
each other to see who could swing higher. 
They laughed and talked until the bell rang to 
send Jacob back to class, and his father back to 
work. 

“I’m normally at work and can’t see him at 
school, or even take him to school,” Boyles said. 
“It’s nice to be able to spend time with him.”

The event saw participation throughout the 
school district, and even led some parents to 
ask why their specific school didn’t participate. 
With the event still in its infancy, there is still 

room to grow and unify the effort in future 
years. The event will continue to be held an-
nually in September in coordination with the 
national event, so interested dads should keep 
an eye out next school year for a glimpse into 
the lives of their students. 

STAFF PHOTO BY KILE BREWER

Jake Boyles, left, and his son Jacob see who can swing higher recently 
at Middleburg Elementary when dads were encouraged to come 
spend lunch with their students as part of a national campaign.
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We recognize the teachers and administrators of the Clay 
County School System for their commitment to academic 
success. Their dedication is an inspiration to us all.

Your hard work is
building futures.

MT-1133618.1 8/17 

Showing support for the hardest hit
MIDDLEBURG – Students from Orange Park High traveled south to the campus of Middleburg High to hang banners of encouragement in the wake of the damage caused to the Middleburg community by Hurricane 
Irma. Posing in the new motto “Swords Up,” OPHS Raiders, sponsors and coaches took part in the banner hanging during the week of Homecoming at Middleburg. Swords Up + Bronco Up = #OneClayOneFamily

million that will be offered next spring.
To be considered for a Merit Scholarship 

award, Semifinalists must fulfill several require-
ments to advance to the Finalist level of the 
competition. 

About 90 percent of the Semifinalists are 
expected to attain Finalist standing, and about 
half of the Finalists will win a National Merit 
Scholarship, earning the Merit Scholar title.

Based in Evanston, Illinois, NMSC, is a not-
for-profit organization that operates without 
government assistance, and was established 
in 1955 specifically to conduct the annual 
National Merit Scholarship Program.

Merit
from page 5

Group names Davis 
'Superintendent to Watch’

ROCKVILLE, Md. – Clay County School Super-
intendent Addison Davis is among a group of 
26 school superintendents nationwide recently 
honored by the National School Public Rela-
tions Association.

Davis and his colleagues made the list of 
“2017-2018 Superintendent to Watch” for his 
innovative and ef-
fective ways he uses 
communication 
technology. 

Davis was also 
recognized for his 
dynamic, fast-paced 
leadership and 
strong communica-
tion skills. NSPRA 
chose Davis because 
he “engages and 
informs his school 
community with 
new communica-
tion technology tools combined with tried-
and-true techniques.” As a new superintendent, 
NSPRA commends Davis’ efforts to expand 
two-way communication and outreach efforts 
throughout Clay County Schools.

“As I near the completion of my first year as 
superintendent, I am honored and humbled by 
this national recognition. I believe communica-
tion is key to the function and success of our 
organization. 

I work hard every day to integrate new 
technology into our communication platforms 
while keeping traditional forms of communi-
cation to make sure we reach all audiences, 
internally and externally. I will continue to look 
for innovative and effective ways to lead Clay 
County Schools,” Davis said.

Addison Davis 
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was filled by other employees who undertook 
his role in roles split across district staff. 

The school district decided to refill the 
position after former Superintendent Charlie 
Van Zant Jr. was defeated in last year’s elections. 
Fossa said his role has to be aware of the past 
while looking to the future. 

“We want to be better prepared,” Fossa said. 
“I think in the past the way we’ve been doing 
things is moving portables around, that’s been 
sort of our way of doing things, and I think we 
want to get away from being in the business 
of moving portables. We want to have more of 
a permanent fixture in some areas. It’s a better 
way of doing business I think.”

Fossa tracks state, federal and local housing 
development plans to guide him in decision 
making. For example, Green Cove Springs and 
Lake Asbury are expected to explode in popu-
lation over the decade. This increase in density 
will require new schools be built. 

The boom is expected in part from the 
construction of the First Coast Expressway. 
However, before the February announcement 
that the district would build a new school in 
Oakleaf, named Elementary School ‘Y,’ it had 
been 10 years since the district had built a new 
school. 

Currently, Fossa said, Clay County boasts 
the dubious title as having the fourth highest 
number of portable classrooms in the state. 
Clay currently operates 942 portables of which 
780 are more than 20 years old.

‘School Y’ is proposed to meet the current 
needs for growth in the area without the need 
for portables. Fossa said proper planning helps 
insure that, as the county grows, it can do so 

without as much future reliance on portable 
classrooms. 

His school district job requires Fossa to sit 
on county government’s Development Review 
Committee where he gets to see neighbor-
hoods when they are mere ideas on a piece 
of paper. The district uses a projection formula 
that supposes there will be 23 children per 100 
homes built. The formula allows the district to 
plan more accurately when the need for a new 
school will present itself.

The district is currently examining proper-
ties for school construction on Tynes Boulevard 
and another on Magnolia West that he expects 
will be hotspots of growth within the next 
seven years.

“His role is critical in the planning aspect 
and making sure that we’re looking at the right 
properties,” said Michael Kemp, assistant super-
intendent of operations for the Clay County 
School District. “Picking a property, it’s not like 
throwing a dart at a map. It’s not a guess.”

“It’s about making sure our schools stay as 
balanced as we can…as schools start getting 
more students we start addressing them as 
needed,” Kemp said. 

When those properties are identified and 
the area matures to meet the need of a new 
school, Fossa’s work truly begins. 

To build a school, the district must first 
prove a need exists in the community. Fossa 
acts as the emissary in this conversation. The 
state will want what’s known as a spot study, a 
report with data that proves there is capacity 
based on population projections and a throng 
of other data sets. 

For example, if an area expected a growth 
of 1,000 housing units, the school district can 
assume that there will be 26 children per 100 
homes. In this example, the officials could 
expect an additional 260 students. 

Using that data, and other projections like 
it, the district can help make its case to the 
state that a new school is needed. 

Fossa calls the process “legal gymnastics” 
that help ensure school boards are good stew-
ards of taxpayer money. But there are times 
when expectations don’t meet up to reality. For 
example, Shadowlawn Elementary was built 
on County Road 218 with the expectation that 
housing developments would pop up around 
it. The Great Recession hit shortly thereafter, 
and those developments never came. With 
the recovery of the economy has come the 
resurgence of possibility that the school will be 
more utilized.

With an average of 67 new homebuilding 
permits being issued per month, the school 
district is more vigilant than it has been in 10 
years in terms of watching out for the need to 
build new schools.

Jim Fossa remains constantly aware of every planned new housing 
development in Clay County by connecting with county planning 
department staff. He uses the info to calculate where new Clay 
County schools should be built.
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JACKSONVILLE – Officials at Wolfson Children’s 
Hospital report that Fleming Island High foot-
ball and baseball player Ben Johnson passed 
away Sept. 22 at 11:55 a.m. 

Johnson, a sophomore, had cardiac arrest 
and irreversible brain 
damage, according to 
a prepared statement 
from hospital staff.

“An autopsy will 
be performed to 
determine the cause. 
The family appreciates 
prayers and asks for 
time to grieve privately 
with their close friends 
and family,” stated the 
news release.

The Johnson fam-
ily declined to publicly comment on their son’s 
death and instead asked the hospital to share a 
statement with the community.

“Ben went to be with his Lord and Savior 
today. While we mourn, we find peace knowing 

Fleming Island 
High athlete dies 
after cardiac arrest

he is with Jesus. We also find hope in Ben’s 
selfless decision to donate his organs. Please 
pray for healing for our family. Our hearts are 
broken,” stated the Johnson Family.

Clay County School District spokeswoman 
Nicole Snyder said Johnson passed out on Sept. 
19 while he was working in the weight room 
during school hours. Emergency rescue crews 
were called to render aid to Johnson who was 

transported to Wolfson Children’s Hospital 
where he was in critical condition. 

“In the last two weeks, Clay County has 
suffered a number of scenarios that have 
impacted our community. We are devastated to 
hear about the incident involving our student, 
Ben Johnson. He was known as a kind, caring 
friend and son, who was a leader inside and 
outside the classroom. Our thoughts and 

prayers are with Ben’s family,” said Addison 
Davis, Clay County School Superintendent.

At the Sept. 21 game between Fleming 
Island and Ridgeview High, students and oth-
ers took to the football field at half-time and 
formed the No. 78, the number Johnson wore 
on the junior varsity team at Fleming Island 
High.

Ben Johnson



October 2017 • Clay County School News • 11

the Thanksgiving event is the largest. 
Orange Park High has its own food pantry 

and clothing depot on campus born out of 
the need to help students focus on education 
rather than having to worry where their next 
meal is coming from. Administrators expanded 
the food pantry last year to include more items 
in a larger space due to the population of un-
derserved students that attend the school. 

“Every community has a need,” said Dean 
Porter, development director for Hunger Fight. 
“Every school, Title 1 or not, has Title 1 students, 
so even the charter and private schools have 
Title 1 students, just not as many.”

The nonprofit sources ingredients from 
nine distributors and creates the meals to both 
be nourishing and easy to make. Parents need 
only access to boiled water to make the meals. 

The nonprofit has distributed more than 3.6 
million meals since its creation in 2012. 

Porter and his wife Sherri Porter – who 
serves as the nonprofit’s president and chief 
executive officer – created Hunger Fight to 
give back to the less fortunate after successful 
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careers in marketing. 
“This is where we’re supposed to be, this is 

where God has put us…to make a difference 
in the lives of people who are less fortunate,” 
Dean said.
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