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RESULTS MATTER - SYLVAN DELIVERS
IF YOUR CHILD IS STRUGGLING IN SCHOOL, CALL SYLVAN NOW 

By Bruce Hope
School News

OAKLEAF – “There’s no replacement for 
working really hard for something and 
then � nally getting it,” said Chad Robbins, 
Director of Bands at Oakleaf High.

The “it” that the Oakleaf percussion 
� nally got was a state championship 
recently at the Florida Federation of Col-
orguard Circuit State Championships at 
Daytona Beach.

The percussion band put on a show 
called Generation Next, which featured 
students dealing with all the di� erent dis-
tractions of coming age in 2021 and how 

they handle the many distractions.
“It’s literally about the next generation 

stepping up and taking all of this infor-
mation and technology and making great 
things happen,” said Robbins. 

The band has musicians from grades 
9-12 but is light on seniors. The group 
only has about six seniors and is com-
prised primarily of lowerclassmen, with a 
heavy dose of tenth and eleventh graders. 
Robbins is excited about that because 
there will be a good amount of returning 
experience on next year’s squad. 

“This was their � nal competition in 

Practice makes 
perfect for Oakleaf 

The Oakleaf High percussion band, Generation Next, recently won the Florida Federation of Colorguard 
Circuit State Championships at Daytona Beach. The band is comprised primarily of members of the 
marching band. Oakleaf’s victory came as Fleming Island High � nished second.

Percussion band wins state championship 

SEE PERCUSSION, 11
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Green Cove Springs Junior High principal Jennifer Halter is one of three finalists in the State of Florida’s 
2021 Principal of the Year competition. While the honor is hers, she said the real credit belongs to her 
amazing team of teachers and staff that work with her.

Halter: ‘My passion is public education’
GCS Jr.'s Halter a finalist for 
Florida Principal of the Year
By Wesley LeBlanc
wesley@opcfla.com

GREEN COVE SPRINGS – Green Cove 
Springs Junior High principal Jennifer Hal-
ter is one of the three finalists in the state 
for Florida’s 2021 Principal of the Year.

It’s the farthest she’s ever made it in the 
annual “competition.” Although it’s com-
petitive by default, and more a celebra-
tion of the state’s great educators, which 
includes her years of time as a teacher in 
Clay County – a career that started as a 
teacher at Orange Park Junior High, which 
eventually led to a phenomenal tenure at 
GCSJH.

Halter said she owes it all to the excel-
lent teachers and staff surrounding her.

“It’s an honor,” Halter said. “Every deci-
sion I make, though, I make with a team. 
My success is not just based on me. It’s 

everyone I learn from, the networking with 
other junior high administrators, the teach-
ers in these halls, and everyone who’s ever 
helped me get to where I am today.”

Halter taught English at Orange Park 
Junior High for eight years and she’s been 
the principal of GCSJH for six years. Her 
motivation throughout her entire career, 
be it as a teacher or as a principal, has al-
ways been the children and making school 
a positive experience.

“I believe that we should provide 
positive learning experiences for kids, 
especially in public education,” Halter said. 
“My passion is public education. If we can 
make sure all kids look back fondly on their 
experience learning here, that will help 
them become lifelong learners and it helps 
for when they have kids.”

Halter said it’s important to establish a 
positive relationship between children and 

school because when the children grow 
up and have children of their own. Parents 
then will be more open to partnering 
with schools and taking education more 
seriously.

“It ultimately opens more doors for 
everybody,” she said. “If the parents didn’t 
have a positive experience in school, 
they’re less likely to come to the school 
or be involved with what we’re trying to 
do here and then, all of a sudden, the 
narrative of the importance of school is 
different. If we can change that narrative, 
or make it a positive one to begin with 
which is what I believe we’re doing here, 
then that can change our entire educa-
tional system. It’s why I do what I do.”

What Halter and her team at GCSJH 
does is clearly working as Halter is just 
weeks away from finding out if she is 
selected as the Florida 2021 Principal of 

the Year. There are two other, and Halter 
said she’s talked to each. It’s an honor to 
be among them, she said.

One of the things Halter said that’s 
been extremely helpful in helping her run 
GCSJH, an “A” school in the Clay County 
School District, is the parent organization.

“We didn’t have a parent organization 
here when we started,” she said. “Having 
it now, it’s been fabulous. We call it the 
Parent Volunteer Organization. They’ve 
helped me grow as a leader and it’s an 
amazing voice for the school and the par-
ents. They talk to others, too, about what’s 
going on here and they truly are a part 
of the Green Cove Springs Junior High 
community.

“That work doesn’t stop within these 
walls. All that we do is a community effort 

SEE PRINCIPAL, 10
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Discovery Oaks Elementary teacher Shadreka 
Smith is a finalist for the national Presidential 
Award for Excellence in Mathematics and Science 
Teaching competition and she’ll compete against 
finalists from other states as not just a represen-
tative of the Clay County School District, but the 
entire state too. 

By Wesley LeBlanc
wesley@opcfla.com

OAKLEAF – Shadreka Smith knew she 
wanted to be a school teacher as early as 
third grade, but what she didn’t know the 
desire would blossom into a career that’s 
led her to being a state finalist in a presti-
gious presidential competition.

Smith, a Discovery Oaks Elementary 
teacher, is representing Clay County as 
one of the state’s three science teacher 
finalists in the national Presidential Award 
for Excellence in Mathematics and Science 
Teaching competition. She’ll receive a 
certificate from President Joe Biden if she 
wins, as well as a paid trip to Washington, 
D.C., for a teacher-related event and a 
$10,000 reward. “I remember getting the 
email that said I was a finalist,” Smith said. 
“I was on my lunch break here [Discov-
ery] when I saw it. I read it and I just sat 
there, soaking it in. I had to let it marinate 
and I had to let myself feel everything in 

that moment. It was amazing, and then I 
finished my lunch break and went back to 
work.”

That’s the kind of teacher Smith is – 
she’ll receive some of the most amazing 
news a teacher can receive and then, 
when the clock strikes, she’s back in a 
classroom, teaching students about 
science or language arts or math. Smith re-
members wanting to be a teacher as early 
as third grade. It wasn’t for the reasons 
you’d expect though. She wanted to be a 
teacher to show future students teachers 
could be influential, even if hers weren’t. 
That changed when her family moved to 
Clay County. She learned first-hand there 
were great teachers and that Clay County 
was full of them, something she proved 
to her all the way through graduation at 
Ridgeview High. This further inspired her 
to become a teacher, and so she did. She 
first served in the military. Then she was 
a paraprofessional that helped in class-
rooms. She recalls teaching in a class at 

Smith a finalist for presidential teaching award of excellence
that time with a deaf and blind student. 
Despite challenges to communicate, Smith 
felt a real connection with that student 
and they felt the same connection. The 
teacher encouraged Smith to pursue a 
formal career in teaching.

“You’ve got something special about 
you,” Smith recalls being told. “She saw 
something in me and encouraged me to 
go after it...so I did.”

With eight years of teaching behind 
her, Smith’s career as a teacher has reached 
new heights. She was nominated by a 
colleague in the district for the award, 
specifically for science.

“I felt so honored,” Smith said. “It’s 
always rewarding when someone recog-
nizes you in general, but to be recognized 
on that level, it felt amazing.”

This happened around the start of the 
school year in 2019. The competition is 
usually an annual one, but the length was 

SEE TEACHING, 9
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By Wesley LeBlanc
wesley@opc� a.com

GREEN COVE SPRINGS – Bright futures are 
ahead for two local junior high students 
who won the county’s science fair and 
� nished fourth at the state competition.

Samuel Nye and Kathryn McNeill, 
both 14-year-old eighth graders at Green 
Cove Springs Junior High, went as far in 
the state as junior high students can go: 
the state competition. Only high school 
students can compete in the international 
science fair next month, so Nye and Mc-
Neill can’t compete. But that isn’t stopping 
them from preparing for next year when 
they’re eligible.

“They can’t go to the [Regeneron Inter-
national Science and Engineering Fair] be-
cause they’re in middle school and it’s kind 
of a shame, because I know they’d both 
do well there,” said the students’ science 
teacher, Christopher Nooney, said.

McNeill’s project was focused on the 
ways temperature a� ects the productivity 
of a solar cell, or in other words, how tem-
perature a� ects the voltage a solar panel 
can produce. Nye’s project was about 
roof trusses and the amounts of pressure 
di� erent trusses can support. McNeill 
came up with her experiment as a result 
of her interest in solar panels and new 
ways to achieve energy e�  ciency in the 
future. Nye’s came from the battles against 
hurricanes that Florida homeowners face 
each year.

Both projects excelled at the county’s 
science fair, with Nye and McNeill tak-
ing home � rst place in their respective 
categories. They said the following weeks 
consisted of lots of paperwork, video 
presentations and more. Nooney said it’s a 
nerve-racking process, but neither student 
faulted under the pressure – all while 
maintaining their focus in class.

“You ask what I think about these stu-
dents and I’m realizing that I could talk to 
you for an hour about them,” Nooney said. 
“They’re excellent students. They achieved 
success at the county science fair and 
we’re all so proud of them for taking home 
fourth at the state science fair.”

Fourth out of hundreds of students is 
not bad at all, and a great head start on 

ninth grade, which opens them up to the 
possibility of competing at the internation-
al fair.

Nooney said he knows they’ll both 
make it to international fair one day. He 
also said he knew their projects this year 
would be as successful.

“When in the selection process, where 
everyone picks what they’re project is 
going to be, you can tell which students 
are just trying to get it done and which 
students are looking to go beyond that,” 
Nooney said. “These two students weren’t 
trying to � gure out how much water dif-
ferent brands of paper towel absorbs. They 
were trying to solve a real-world problem 
... and that kind of dedication can be seen 
in their projects.”

Nye’s parents, Deja and Stephen Nye, 
said they are extremely proud of their son. 
Stephen works in construction and he said 
it was great to see his son work on a proj-
ect akin to something he does for work.

“I learned things about roof trusses 
I didn’t even know, and I work on roof 
trusses, so for my son to be able to teach 
me something new, it was really special,” 
Stephen said.

Both Nye and McNeill have plans to 
pursue something in the STEM � eld for 

Two Green Cove Springs Junior High 
students place fourth at state science fair

Samuel Nye and Kathryn McNeill are 14-year-old eighth graders who placed fourth at the state science 
fair out of hundreds of students. According to GCSJH science teacher Christopher Nooney (center) said 
this year’s competition is just the start of their science careers.

“You ask what I think 
about these students and I’m 
realizing that I could talk to 
you for an hour about them. 
They’re excellent students. 
They achieved success at the 
county science fair and we’re 
all so proud of them for taking 
home fourth at the state 
science fair.”

– Christopher Nooney

their careers. Nye is set on oncology, or the 
study of cancers, while McNeil said she’s 
got her eyes on either engineering or the 
medical � eld.

Nooney said regardless of what they 
decide to do, they’ll excel because “that’s 
what they do.”
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Johnson promoted to Commanding 
O�  cer for Clay High’s NJROTC unit
By Bruce Hope
School News 

GREEN COVE SPRINGS – Clay High junior 
Naval Reserve O�  cer Training Corps Cadet 
Jane Johnson is a leader.

Since her freshman year, she has been 
a cadet with the program and has steadily 
risen through the ranks while demon-
strating everything for which the program 
stands. Decorated multiple times, she now 
stands on the cusp of holding the highest 
cadet position, commanding o�  cer of 
her unit, which she will take up the next 
school year.

“Cadet Jane Johnson was promoted to 
the Commanding O�  cer of the Clay HS 
NJROTC Unit on 09 April 2021 and will lead 
over 100 cadets for the 2021-2022 school 
year,” said Ret. Sr. Naval Science Instructor 
Lt, Berley Rodabaugh. “This young lady 
was the Administrative O�  cer for the 
2020-2021 school year as a junior. This job 
is typically reserved for a twelfth-grade se-
nior cadet; however, her maturity, commit-
ment, and ability to do the job earned her 
the spot.”

Johnson isn’t just a model cadet but a 
model member of the Clay High student 
body. She has a 4.514 weighted GPA and 
is ranked 12th in a class of 442 students. 
She is on the “all A honor roll.” and is the 
Academic team captain for the NJROTC 
Brain Brawls, a game resembling Jeopardy. 
Johnson is also a member of the Varsity 
Marksmanship team and helped it qualify 
for the state-level competition in Anniston, 
Alabama. The team earned a sixth-place 
overall � nish. She is on the drill team and 
competes against other schools that local 
active-duty U.S. Marines and Sailors judge. 

Earlier this month, Johnson was 
decorated again, this time by the Patriots 
Chapter, National Society United States 
Daughters 1812. Julia Saldivar presented 
the award, a JROTC bronze medal and 
certi� cate. The award is given to a cadet 
who “who has demonstrated qualities of 
academic excellence, leadership, military 
discipline, dependability, patriotism and 
upright character in speech and habits, 
upon which our Nation was founded.” 

“One of the missions of NSUSD 1812 is 
to promote patriotism,” said Jo Ann Orren, 
president of the Patriots Chapter, NSUSD 

1812. “We do this by way of our National 
Defense Committee, which recognizes 
outstanding high school seniors who are 
involved in JROTC programs.”

Johnson has received some other dec-
orations: the Military Order of the World 
Wars Bronze Medal, the Military O�  cers 
Association of America ROTC Bronze Disc 
Pendant, the Daedalian JROTC Achieve-
ment Award, and Honor Cadet with two 
Bronze Stars in place of the third award.

Surprisingly, given all of her success as 
a cadet, Johnson is not a military brat. Her 
interest was sparked by family.

“My brother was actually in NJROTC 
before I went into it,” she said. “He con-
vinced me to join the unit because he was 
really involved, invested and he wanted to 
show me.”

Johnson is unsure whether or not she 
plans to join the military in the future, but 
says that it will likely be as a reservist if she 
does. She is unsure about her career plans 
but thinks that she will do something 
regarding politics.

The NSUSD 1812 was a great honor for 
her.

“Whenever I hear of an award being 
presented, I’m sort of just in shock because 
it’s such a great honor,” she said. “I feel a bit 
embarrassed and overwhelmed.”

Clay High’s Jane Johnson, right, was promoted to Commanding O�  cer for the school’s Navy JROTC unit. 
She will be in charge of more than 100 other cadets.

“Cadet Jane Johnson was 
promoted to the Commanding 
Of� cer of the Clay HS NJROTC 
Unit on 09 April 2021 and 
will lead over 100 cadets for 
the 2021-2022 school year. 
This young lady was the 
Administrative Of� cer for 
the 2020-2021 school year as 
a junior. This job is typically 
reserved for a twelfth-grade 
senior cadet; however, her 
maturity, commitment, and 
ability to do the job earned her 
the spot.”

– Ret. Sr. Naval Science Instructor Lt, 
Berley Rodabaugh 
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KEYSTONE HEIGHTS – Students from Keystone Heights High won ribbons 
and money at the Youth Creative Arts Contest during the Clay County 
Agriculture Fair.

Josh Hankins, Michael 
Loftis, Tomyka Clark, Chason 
McKittrick, Madison Locke 
and Bethany Mulkey came 
away with many ribbons 
and prize money for their 
entries. Students entered 
string art in the shape of 
American � ags, bead sun-
catchers, decorated � ower 
pots, painted paper proj-
ects, bowl and cup pottery.

One student, Heylie Stephens, competed in the adult creative arts 
section and won Best in Class and Best in Show for her handmade fabric 
doll.

Assistant Principal Sarah Denmark presented the students ribbons 
and prize money.

Keystone Heights students excel 
at fair’s Youth Creative Arts Contest
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Fleming Island percussion band finishes second in statewide meet
Group rehearsed at the school the 
night before Florida competition

By Bruce Hope
School News 

FLEMING ISLAND – The Fleming Island 
High indoor percussion band “Velocity” 
held a short performance at their high 
school gymnasium Friday night. The 
performance was a chance to get in 
another rehearsal and to let supporters see 
the group before they competed at the 
Florida Federation of Colorguards Circuit 
State Championships over the weekend at 
Daytona Beach. 

“The guard performs with flags, rifles, 
sabers; the percussion performs obviously 

on percussion instruments,” said assistant 
band director Alex Buck. “They both have 
had incredible seasons, especially given 
the circumstances. We’re especially excited 
for them.” 

The color guard has previously won 
several state championships. The percus-
sion group has not. 

Velocity has a diverse set of musicians 
in that they are varied in their abilities to 
play different instruments. 

“The cool thing about this group is that 
there are two people out of 23 kids who 
are playing instruments they have played 
before. Everyone else is on a brand-new 
instrument,” Buck said. “It’s super cool, 
especially because they have been very 
successful all season.”

The team consists of students from all 
grades (9-12). They practice on Mondays 
and Thursdays from 5:30-8:30 p.m. The 
Color Guard group practices Tuesdays and 
Thursdays from 4:30-8:30 p.m. that exten-
sive level of preparation had the teams 
feeling confident about their chances for 
success.

“We sort of base their success on – we 
like to think they’re competing against 
themselves, instead of everybody else, and 
if that means they win, then great they 
win,” Buck said.  

Carlie Gann is an 18-year-old senior at 
Fleming Island and is participating for the 
second year. As a freshman, she played the 
piano cart, but now he plays the xylo-
phone. She hopes to attend Florida State 

University in the future to study music 
education. 

“I did it my freshman year, back when 
we had it,” she said. “This is the first year 
we’ve had it since so both years of my 
time in high school. I love getting to learn 
a new instrument. It’s one of my favorite 
things about music. And being here helps 
me do that.”

Gann was enthusiastic about the com-
petition. 

“I’m super excited,” she said. “I’m really 
grateful to have an opportunity this year 
given everything else that’s going on.”  

Velocity went on to finish in second 
place at the statewide meet with a score 
of 81.45 and a “superior” rating.

The Fleming Island High percussion band provided a sneak preview of their state competition show last Friday at the high school. The group, “Velocity,” finished second a day later in Daytona Beach.
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STAFF PHOTO BY RANDY LEFKO

Keystone Heights High weightlifting state champions Kade Sanders on left and Zach Glover 
show off some medals and trophy after Indians won the Class 1A state championships on 
Friday in Port St Joe.  Meanwhile, Fleming Island captured the Class 3A title.

Indians  take state 
weightlifting title
By Randy Lefko
Sports Editor

PORT ST JOE - Caleb Moncrief was given 
the green light to attempt to secure a state 
weightlifting title from Keystone Heights 
High boys weightlifting coach Lantz Low-
ery, but only after one stipulation.

“The greatest thing about this team all 
season is that they all competed to make 
the team great,” said Lowery, after his Indi-
ans powered their way to the Class 1A team 
title Friday night in Port St. Joe. “Caleb was 
20 pounds away from a personal best and 
a possible individual state title and I asked 
him what he wanted to do. He asked me, 
“Will it cost the team the title if I miss?”

Lowery, who returns 11 of his 13 state 
lifters next year, answered no because his 
Indians had already secured their second 
team title in school history behind two 
state champions; Zach Glover and Kade 
Sanders. Moncrief missed on that final 
attempt at 325.

“He went for it, but did not make his 
clean (on the clean and jerk), but to have a 
kid want to be sure that the team was okay 
if he did not make it was as big a moment 
for me as winning the title,” said Lowery. 
“That’s special.”

Keystone Heights, ironically, has been 
winning team titles at big meets all season; 
the Suwannee High Invitational prior to the 
Christmas break, the Clay County cham-
pionship in their home gym, a district title 
and a dominant region title to propel the 
team to the state meet as a clear top three 
finisher.

“The guys stepped up in big moments 
at the meet; Moncrief, Sanders, Glover and, 
in the biggest lift of the day, Kaleb Vojnoski, 
in the 183 weight division” said Lowery. 
“They have been doing this all season.”

With Keystone Heights and Mount Dora 
jockeying for the top team score through-
out the meet, with Keystone Heights slight-
ly ahead after the early morning session 
which included the lower weight divisions, 
the score started to sway to Keystone 

Heights as the bigger lifters registered their 
attempts.

“Kaleb and the guy from Mount Dora 
(Eddie Romero) started the clean and jerk 
with Kaleb holding a five pound gap off his 
300 pound bench press,” said Lowery. “That 
put Kaleb in third.”

In the opening bench press, 183 cham-
pion, Quinn Raulerson of Union County, 
set the bar high with a 375 bench press to 
shock the field.

“We knew then, it was going to be a 
battle for the top five points,” said Lowery. 
“Voj opened at 245, but Romero hit 250, 
then 265. Voj went 20 pounds up and made 
his own 265 to keep the five pound gap 
and that was when he jumped over Rome-
ro for a seven point shift that probably won 
the meet for us. Voj almost hit 270, but he 
had secured our team points.”

Vojnoski finished fourth with Romero 
fifth in a jump of places that came down 
to the wire. In the final point tally, Keystone 
Heights finishede with 37 with Mount Dora 
at 30 and Union County at 24. 

Within the drama of Vojnoski and 
Moncrief, Lowery got state titles from Zach 
Glover at 139 and Kade Sanders at 169. 
Sanders and Mount Dora’s Evan Shore tied 
with a 565 total with Sanders awarded the 
title via his body weight; 164.20 to Shore’s 
168.20. “The guys did a great week of 
training and weight control and we went 
to the meet, I think, the lightest we have all 
season, and that’s an advantage when the 
meet is close,” said Lowery. “That was just 
another way this team came together. They 
helped each other to stay trim and stay 
strong.”

Both Glover and Sanders opened the 
competition with big bench presses to set 
the tone up as a chase to catch them later 
in the meet.

Glover, with a 250, then 260 bench, 
held a 15 pound edge into his clean and 
jerk while Sanders was chasing Shore after 
Shore’s 320 upped Sanders’ 310 in the 
opening stanza.

“The Mount Dora kid answered and 

made us think strategy and we knew where 
Kade could go on the clean and jerk,” said 
Lowery. “Zach had the top total for the 
region so he was confident.”

Shore would again get a slight gap; 235-
225, in the first lift, but Sanders went big on 
lift two.

“We needed a punch,” said Lowery.
Sanders went 25 pounds up on his 

second clean and jerk to hit 250 with Shore 
going just 10 up. Shore still held the edge, 
but both lifters went for 255 with a Sanders 
green light tying the duel. Shore would 
miss to get the tie for Sanders and the title 
based on body weight.

“I lost my voice on that one,” said Low-
ery. “Kade is a special athlete; very tough 
minded. He did not go there to lose close 
and he did what he had to do.”

Glover’s win, by 25 pounds over Union 
County’s Arthur Brown; 460-435, was not a 
surprise.

“He’s been just under the radar all 
season, but our most consistent guy,” said 
Lowery. “We go as he goes because he sets 

the tone going forward with the meat our 
our lineup. None of these guys wants to fail 
the team.”

In the other weight classes, Lowery got 
second place finishes to Wyatt VanZant at 
119 by 10 pounds with Reid Begue also 
getting team points with a seventh place 
finish.

At 139 Glover’s win got added team 
points with Sam Ulsch’s eight place finish.

In 154, Lowery scored major team 
points with a third and fourth place finish 
for Colton Tibbetts and Nathan Tisdale.

“Those two guys push each other all 
season and today it has paid off,” said Low-
ery. “We scored two guys in two divisions 
and that’s the difference.”

At 183, Tyler Jenkins was sixth just 
behind Mount Dora’s Romero to sandwich 
team points.

“That was a gamechanger at that point 
because Mount Dora went ahead a little,” 
said Lowery. “We were up by two after the 
first session, then they took the lead. Tyler 
and Voj moved the needle for us.”
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extended as a result of COVID-19. After 
sending in an application, tons of paper-
work, video interviews and more, Smith 
became one of three science finalists in 
the state and now competing against the 
other science finalists in the country.

Smith teaches fourth, fifth and sixth 
grade English Language Arts ESE teacher 
at Discovery Oaks. She’s taught in standard 
classrooms before and she excelled there 
as well, but ESE is her calling right now, she 
feels. No matter who Smith is teaching, 
though, her methods are the same: make 
learning fun and create real relationships.

“It wasn’t until I got to Clay County as a 
student that I learned first-hand the power 
of a relationship between a student and 
their teacher,” Smith said. “I was encour-
aged here to try new things and was 
taught new ways to learn. Most important-
ly, I could feel that the teachers here really 
cared about me...and that stuck with me.”

Smith makes sure her students know 
that she cares about them, too. One stu-

dent of Smith said science was never fun 
until she started teaching it. He couldn’t 
wait to get to Smith’s classroom because 
of how fun she made science.

“Every student is a learner, but they’re 
also an individual and they should be 
treated as such,” Smith said. “It’s about 
building a unique relationship with each 
student and showing them you’re there to 
help.”

She said since her family was in the 
military, they moved often and it gave 
her new perspective on people. She saw 
people of all races, of all ethnicities, of 
all walks of life. It’s this insight that helps 
her connect to anyone and everyone she 
meets in a classroom.

The process for the final rounds of this 
presidential award is slow-going, much 
like anything else happening around 
COVID-19, and Smith might not learn 
more until as late as this August. It’s nerve 
wracking and exhilarating all the same. 
She’s honored to have made it this far and 
she can’t wait to learn more, but in the 
meantime, she’s just as happy to continue 
doing what she loves to do: teaching.

 

Teaching
from page 3

Discovery Oaks Elementary teacher Shadreka Smith is a finalist for the national Presidential Award for 
Excellence in Mathematics and Science Teaching competition.

St. Johns River State College spotlight: Alfred Jackson 
For School News 

ORANGE PARK – Alfred Jackson is a 
37-year-old student in the Paramedic 
Program at St. Johns River State College 
Orange Park campus. Jackson took time 
away from his class schedule for a ques-
tion-and-answer session about his studies 
and his future in Clay County.

What inspired your interest in the 
paramedic field?

Jackson: I have been interested in 
emergency medicine for quite a few years. 
My first job in the Army was a combat 
medic or a 68W back in 2003. The chal-
lenging nature of the work is what appeals 
to me. Working under pressure with the 
abilities and skill sets to turn a bad situ-
ation into a better one is rewarding and 
exciting.

Why did you select SJR State for your 
training?

Jackson: I spoke with instructor Richard 
Webb in 2015 during my time with a local 
ambulance service. We spoke for about 
45 minutes and he really sold me on the 

program. He spoke about the program 
with a great deal of conviction. I checked 
into a few other programs, but they didn’t 
feel right to me or for me. I also spoke with 
several graduates from this program and 
every one of them said I wouldn’t regret 
to do if I saw them. Now I can tell you one 

of those lines is polymorphic ventricular 
tachycardia. As we’ve progressed, more of 
the material has begun to “click,” and that 
part is exciting.

What has been your biggest challenge 
during the program?

Jackson: Time management. You must 
stay on top of the reading, workbook, 
lectures, labs, clinicals.

What are your plans after you 
graduate?

Jackson: We will complete the program 
in August 2021. Once school is over, my 
plans are to continue working in the EMS 
field and eventually find my way into 
nursing.

What is your advice to others who may 
be considering enrolling in this 
program?

Jackson: I have three pieces of advice 
prior to attending paramedic school...

l Talk to people in the field. Most 
people in EMS are very...direct. They will 
tell you the good, the bad and, of course, 
the ugly side of this profession. If you have 

the ability, schedule a ride-along with a fire 
department to get an idea of what you will 
do as a paramedic.

l Prepare your family, significant other, 
offspring, and your pet because you will 
be M.I.A. for about a year. This course is 
time-consuming. Much is expected of 
you intellectually. Studying is required. 
You are also expected to attend clinicals 
at various hospitals, and you will ride with 
firefighters/paramedics in other counties. If 
you are working, make sure your schedule 
can accommodate the time necessary for 
the program. Oh, and we have class on 
Saturdays, too!

l If you’re still interested at this point, 
then go ahead and immerse yourself in 
all that is paramedicine. Listen to pod-
casts, watch YouTube, read articles, start 
becoming familiar with the names of the 
drugs that are used. If you find motivation 
from watching related TV shows, then do 
it. The amount of information out there is 
unlimited. Also, there are some dedicated 
people in this field who are more than 
willing to invite you into their world. They 
will gladly share their insights, knowledge, 
and passion for emergency medicine.
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Arts4All Florida partners with 
Tynes Elementary, The Frank C. 
Ortis Art Gallery, Exhibit Hall
For Clay Today

CLAY COUNTY – Arts4All announced 
a partnership with Clay County Public 
Schools, The Frank C. Ortis Art Gallery and 
Exhibit Hall in Broward County. Arts4All 
Florida, a not-for-pro� t organization, coor-
dinates a statewide My Art My Way artist in 
residence program for students with and 
without disabilities in public schools. The 
residency in Clay County was a unique op-
portunity to extend the traditional My Art 
My Way program. Teaching artist Raymond 
Jimenez taught visual art lessons at Clay 
County’s Tynes Elementary for six hours 
over the past few months.

After an introduction to the museum’s 
exhibitions, the very talented student 
artists from Tynes will be hosting an exhi-
bition entitled Camou� age and Collabora-
tion. Their inspired artwork will be online 

on both websites of The Frank C. Ortis Art 
Gallery and Exhibit Hall www.thefrankgal-
lery.org and Arts4All Florida www.arts4all-
� orida.org . The online exhibition can be 
viewed from June to August.

For more information on the My Art My 
Way artist in residence program, visit www.
arts4all� orida.org or contact Dee Miller, 
Director of Education, at (813) 957-1772.

The Frank Art Gallery is named after 
Pembroke Pines Mayor Frank C. Ortis for 
his decades-long commitment to the cul-
tural arts. Located at the Charles F. Dodge 
City Center in the heart of Pembroke Pines, 
Broward County, this contemporary art 
gallery showcases multidisciplinary inclu-
sive exhibitions that foster connections, 
facilitate collaborations and initiate cultural 
change.

Arts4All Florida provides, supports and 
champions arts education and cultural ex-
periences for and by people with disabil-

ities. A private not-for-pro� t organization, 
Arts4All Florida conducts art education 
programs in schools, Department of 
Juvenile Justice facilities, and community 
centers; promotes the accomplishments 
of artists with disabilities through our artist 

registry, exhibitions, and performances; 
and increases access to the arts through 
professional development workshops. 
Arts4All Florida is headquartered in the 
College of Education at the University of 
South Florida.

and ... the school’s greatness is way bigger 
than any one person.”

Halter has the unique challenge of 
being a principal at a junior high, a type 
of school where she and her sta�  only 
see students for two years whereas high 
school sta�  sees students for four and 
elementary at least six.

“Knowing that we have them for two 
years, it makes junior high such a sweet 
spot in their lives,” Halter said. “There’s so 
much going on at this age for children. 
It’s an awkward age, you know, but even 
though it’s awkward, it’s about navigating 
it alongside them and letting them know 
we’re here for them.”

One of her favorite parts of the job is 
seeing where students from her school 
or years teaching end up in the county 
or district. Her children play soccer in the 
county, and she might run into a former 
student who’s now coaching children the 
same age as her children.

“In Clay County, the relationships go 

Principal
from page 2

beyond just those years we see them and 
I think that’s because of the emphasis this 
district puts on making education a posi-
tive experience,” Halter said.

Junior high makes Halter’s job unique, 
but COVID-19 has a� ected it, too, just as it 
has for thousands of teachers around the 
country.

“It’s been tough, of course, but we’re 
still doing school at the end of the day,” 
Halter said. “It’s just di� erent now. The 
big thing is that you have to really take 
the time to understand people’s comfort 
levels and what their individual fears 
are with everything going on. I lead by 
helping people, helping them feel noticed, 
helping them feel heard, and when we 
as educators continue to do that despite 
a pandemic, the children feel safer and 
ultimately, they’ll want to continue to be 
in our buildings to learn.

“I’m empowered by an amazing team 
around me and a district that’s always 
encouraging and I’m so honored to be a 
� nalist for the year,” Halter said. “We’ll see 
what happens next, but I’m so excited to 
even be a � nalist.”
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CALL 1.855.445.3276
FORTIS.EDU IGNITE YOUR FUTURE

Financial Aid Available for those who qualify. Career Placement Assistance for All Graduates.  
For consumer information, visit Fortis.edu. 

FORTIS COLLEGE
700 BLANDING BLVD. SUITE 16 • ORANGE PARK, FL 32065

WHAT 
ARE YOU 
WAITING 

FOR?
Call today to learn about our 

career education programs in 
Nursing, Practical Nursing, Dental 

Assisting, Medical Assisting, Medical 
Billing & Coding, Surgical Technology 

and Sterile Processing Technician.

New Program

  Practical Nursing

person,” Robbins said. “They had some 
great competition in that class, speci� cally 
with Fleming Island, and we ended up 
coming out on top.”

There is a lot of involvement with Oak-
leaf bands for the students involved. Many 
participate in marching band during the 
fall. Then in the spring, many are members 
of the percussion band. 

“For these kids who put in this activity, 
all these kids are also involved in concert 
band, symphonic band or jazz band or 
wind ensemble, in addition to their indoor 
percussion involvement,” Robbins said.

The group started last year but couldn’t 
complete the season due to the shutdown 
for the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Last year they were in a really great 
place and I think that they knew they had 
a really great shot to medal and we didn’t 
get to � nish the season, so coming back 
to this year, they were really aggressive to 
kind of try and � nish what they had start-
ed last season,” he said.

The team put in a lot of work to get 
ready for this season and come out victori-
ous. They practice on Tuesdays, Thursdays 
and Fridays for about three hours each 
day. On competition days, they meet early, 
do a three-hour rehearsal, then compete. 
After competing, they will watch the other 
groups and then return home.

“On some Saturdays, they’ve done 
some 9-to-9, 12-hour days of just re-
hearsing all day ling with just a lunch and 
dinner break and put in some extra time,” 
said Robbins.

According to Robbins, one of the 
standout musicians is senior drum captain, 
Theo Turner, who’s been a strong leader 
within the group. He has been a four-
year percussionist, which has helped to 
build the team over time. Another is Ben 
Lantham, a junior and had a few di� erent 
solos during the winning show. Senior 
Alyssa Cordeiro also distinguished herself 
as a mallet player who led that section.

The Color Guard team’s success began 
on the � rst night of the state competition 
by winning the silver medal with a perfor-
mance called “Love Lost.” 

Percussion
from page 1
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While so much in our world 
has changed, kids haven’t.  
They still want to get outside and play hard. So they may need care for a broken 
bone   — or an illness, like severe stomach pain. 

Wolfson Children’s Hospital is ready with expert emergency and specialty care, 
along with precautions to keep your child safe.

Don’t put their health on hold. 

For wait times and a Wolfson Children’s ER near you, visit wolfsonchildrens.com/ER.

wolfsonchildrens.com/ER
©2021 Baptist Health
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