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GREEN COVE SPRINGS – Charles E. Bennett 
is a C-School, which means it’s no longer 
being threatened by a possible state 
takeover.

Bennett has struggled to show overall 
improvement in 
years past. While 
few placed the 
blame on lagging 
scores, teachers, ad-
ministrators, district 
leaders, families and 
students rallying 
together to improve 
things. It’s tough 
to get a ‘D’ grade, 
and CEBE received 
a ‘D’ two years in 
a row. One more ‘D’ and the state would 

have essentially taken over the school in 
conjunction with the Clay County School 
District.

That worry is no more. In fact, Bennett 
now has sights on becoming an A-school 
in future years.

“I think it was a collective commitment 
with all parties focused on one goal: 
providing the best educational experience 
for all scholars at Charles E. Bennett,” CCSD 
Chief of Elementary Education, Heather 
Teto, said. “I believe that school leaders 
worked collaboratively with families as 
well as teachers and support sta�  to really 
endure a di�  cult time with the pandemic 
to ensure that scholars had everything 
they needed to be successful at home and 
in school.”

More impressive is the fact Bennett did 
it during an extremely challenging school 
year during the COVID-19 pandemic. Teto 

Sheree Cagle

Charles E. Bennett makes the grade

Keep your child’s education on track with Sylvan.  
Call 904-269-2000 to schedule a Sylvan Skills            
Assessment.  We will design a personalized    
program to meet your child’s academic needs.       

SylvanLearning.com
Exp. 09/30/21. Some restrictions apply. ct

Charles E. Bennett makes the grade

Green Cove Springs elementary earns
‘C’ rating with aspirations of being an ‘A’ school

SEE GRADE, 10
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Nearly 40,000 students returned to Clay County’s 42 schools on Tuesday, Aug. 10, and it included smiles, goodbye hugs from parents, hello hugs between friends and more.

Students, teachers eager to reunite, get back to work in classroom
By Wesley LeBlanc
wesley@opc� a.com

CLAY COUNTY — Forty-two schools 
opened their doors to nearly 40,000 
students and 5,000 employees Tuesday 
morning, and there were smiles all around.

It’s yet another year where COVID-19 
hovers over the school district, but for 
most, they already know how to deal with 
the virus. The district had a successful year 
for all intents and purposes a year ago. 
School grades rose, students excelled 
against all odds, and COVID-19 outbreaks 
were minute. The district looks forward to 
a similar year for the new year.

“I’m feeling apprehensive, but good,” 
school board chair Mary Bolla said during 
the � rst-day tour of Fleming Island Ele-
mentary. “Masks are encouraged, strongly 
encouraged, and we’re hoping that fami-

lies take that to heart if they’re concerned 
about their children. I saw a lot of stu-
dents wearing them and a lot of teachers 
wearing them too. It’s been a great start to 
the � rst day. There are a lot of parents here 
excited about their children being back in 
school and...there’s lots of smiles and lots 
of excitement about this new school year.”

Fleming Island was the � rst of four � rst-
day tours for the board and chief district 
sta� . Students were catching up with 
friends; teachers were greeting new and 
returning students alike; principal Jennifer 
Collins greeted students by name as they 
walked past her; and, 

parents gave their � nal goodbyes 
before the school day started.

Teachers got right to work once 
students were settled. One class began 
their day with a LEGO-based exercise while STAFF PHOTO BY WESLEY LEBLANC

SEE SCHOOL, 3 Children at Fleming Island Elementary were happy to be back in the classroom on Tuesday.

First dayFirst dayFirst dayFirst dayFirst day
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a kindergarten class began their day by 
filling in a drawing about the first day of 
school with color. Several students wore 
masks; some didn’t. Every classroom on 
the tour was led by a teacher wearing a 
mask, although masks are encouraged and 
not required.

There are plenty of COVID-19 related 
procedures as well, but Collins and her 
staff made sure to make it seem like part of 
a standard day. Large classroom hallways 
are one-way only, marked by small stingray 
cutouts that point in just one direction.

Stingrays on the sidewalk tell students 
which way they should be walking while 
colorful lines on the sidewalk keep them 
walking straight, so as not to interrupt 
social distancing that’s happening on cam-
pus. Collins is especially excited about the 
cafeteria’s COVID-19-related policies. So 

much so that she said they’re here to stay 
even when COVID-19 isn’t a threat.

“Honestly, a lot of the things we’ve 
done for COVID-19 have been things like, 
‘why didn’t we do this to begin with?’ be-
cause for years, we’d say, ‘don’t touch each 
other, stay in line,’ and now we’ve got dots 
on the floor,” Collins said. “Why didn’t we 
think of this before? Even when COVID-19 
goes away, we’re using some of the stuff 
that we’ve done because they’re just best 
practices and sometimes there’s good that 
can come out of things like this.”

Collins said the students especially 
like the way the cafeteria handles social 
distancing because it makes them feel 
like they’re at a theme park. Each table is 
marked with Sharpie marker dots to tell 
students where they should be sitting. 
There are lines with dots on the ground to 
enforce social distancing when in line to 
get food. There’s a hand sanitizer station 
when you walk into the cafeteria and 
another at the start of the line.

Bolla greeted the lunchroom workers 
and clapped for them, thanking them for 
what they do, which she also did for the 
bus drivers earlier that morning. The work-
ers were preparing hamburgers and hot 
dogs for the first day of school, yet another 
thing that will surely keep students excited 
on their first day back.

Superintendent David Broskie said each 
school is encouraged to develop its own 
best practices and individualized plans on 
top of the district-wide ruling in regards 
to COVID-19 procedures, which is why he 
was happy to hear about the success of 
FIE’s cafeteria rules.

“I feel great about this year,” Broskie 
said. “We have many mitigation strategies 
in place including individualized school 
plans, electrostatic sprayers, increased 
cleaning protocols, hand sanitizer, social 
distancing as much as possible, and more, 
just to name a few. We’re looking forward 
to students returning and receiving a 
world-class education here in Clay County.”

Broskie said it’s important for schools 
to have their own individualized safety 
and sanitization plans because each 
school has its own needs that need to 
be addressed. He said that cafeterias, for 
example, are sized differently from school 
to school so one cafeteria plan at a school 
might not work for a different cafeteria 
at another. Strategies have to be shaped 
and morphed to fit a school’s own needs, 
while simultaneously taking into account 
district-wide “best practices.”

“I feel awesome,” Broskie said. “It’s great 
to have students back on campus and it’s 
great to see parents smiling as they drop 
their kids off, ready to start the school year. 
These tours are important because we 
want to show what school is like and be 
transparent to the public and everyone.

“We’re proud of all our preparation 
over the summer getting ready to kick the 
school year off and we’re so proud to get 
the school year started.”

 

School 
from page 2
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By Randy Lefko
Sports Editor

MIDDLEBURG - With a lifetime of softball 
together as coach, player, coach assistant 
and daughter, Middleburg High softball 
coach Ashley Houston got one up on dad 
Steven Houston as he planned to retire 
from his job of 43 years.

“This was his � rst time to be able to 
travel with me to the College Softball 
World Series,” said Houston. “He worked 
43 years and I arranged to take him to the 
College Softball World Series in Oklahoma 
City in June. It was kind of a bucket list cel-
ebration trip. We saw 15 of the 17 games. 
He was like a kid in a candy shop.”

For the Houstons, with dad a long time 
coach for Trinity Christian Academy, Baker 
County and, most recently, as a con� de for 
daughter Ashley in the Middleburg High 
dugout, the trip was a chance to enjoy a 
daughter and dad week together. 

“It was an awesome experience; 
watching the World Series with Ashley was 
special because of our family history with 
softball,” said Steve Houston. “Spending 
time with your daughter is something 
special you just do. I never � gured when 
she asked me about getting o�  the work 
time on those dates that it was a trip to 
the College Softball World Series.”

Ashley and mom, Mickey, were in 
cahoots with the surprise element, but 
Mickey was going to stay home to care for 

the family animals.
“My mom, Mickey, stayed home to take 

care of the animals on the farm; horses 
and other animals,” said Houston. “We tried 
to keep it a secret up to the departure 
week, but he wasn’t quite sure he could 
just take the week o� . I had to throw the 
Hail Mary and tell him so his boss might let 
him go.”

Houston, a parts department employ 
of SE Toyota, got a text at work about the 
dates; June 5-11, but no more details.

“I started to get worried a bit about 
May because of COVID limiting fans 
and that he wouldn’t be able to get the 
whole week o�  so I sent a screenshot of 
the College World Series,” said Houston. 
“I didn’t know how to tell him about the 
trip without giving him hints on the World 
Series thinking he would think I wanted to 

Bronco softball coach nabs 
Dad's ‘Bucket List’ surprise

Ashley Houston and dad Steven smile while donning dad dons his Middleburg High hat at the 
College World Series.

have him with me coaching tournament 
stu�  with my club team.”

Steve Houston took the newly-gath-
ered intel to his supervisor, Sharon, and 
got the green light to go.

“She was very quick to say ‘absolutely’ 
about letting me have the time,” said Steve 

At the World Series, the Houston pair, 
big University of Florida fans, had to latch 
on to a di� erent team when the Lady 
Gators were eliminated. “We didn’t have 
a dog in the � ght so we went with James 
Madison University (unseeded) who, lo 
and behold, got a big upset of Oklahoma 
State (� fth-ranked), but they got eliminat-
ed by Oklahoma and the championship 
became Oklahoma and Florida State with 
Oklahoma winning,” said Steve Houston. 

“We just had to pull for FSU from that 
point.”

One of the perks of the trip was a steak 
dinner at the world famous Cattlemen’s 
Steakhouse at the Oklahoma City stock-
yards. “It’s famous and the steaks were just 
unbelievable,” said Steven Houston. “That 
was our best meal. I did get a picture of us 
in the booth � xing to dig into our steak. It 
� nished o�  a great week with Ashley.”

The pair left the morning of the cham-
pionship game and got back to Jackson-
ville with time to watch the championship 
� nal, but Ashley had to dash.

“I literally got o�  the plane, went home, 
changed clothes and took o�  to Newber-
ry for a softball tournament,” said Ashley 
Houston. “It’s just what we do.”



High school winner 
to receive $2,000 

For School News 

CLAY COUNTY – The lawyers and judges 
of the U.S. District Court, Middle District of 
Florida, and the members of the Jackson-
ville Chapter of the Federal Bar Association 
are pleased to announce the launch of the 
2021 high school essay contest commem-
orating the 230th anniversary of the ratifica-
tion of the Bill of Rights.

The contest is open to students 
currently in grades 10 through 12 in the 
Jacksonville Division of the Middle District 
of Florida, which includes Clay, Baker, Brad-
ford, Columbia, Duval, Flagler, Hamilton, 
Nassau, Putnam, St. Johns, Suwannee and 
Union counties. 

The personal freedoms we cherish as 
citizens of the United States are set forth 
in, and protected by, the first 10 amend-
ments to the U.S. Constitution. Known as 
the Bill of Rights, these amendments have 
shaped the nation’s democracy for 230 
years.

The 2021 Essay Contest prompt asks 
students to select the amendment most 
important to students attending public 
schools and explain how the decisions 
of the United States Supreme Court have 
shaped that amendment’s meaning.

Student Essays must be submitted 
via the Middle District website at www.
flmd.uscourts.gov under the “Court in the 
Community” section, no later than noon 
on Sept. 24. For the past three years essays 
have been submitted by students residing 
in nine of the 12 counties of the Jackson-

ville Division and more than $17,000 in 
cash prizes have been awarded to stu-
dents and teachers. This year an additional 
cash prize of $1,000 will be awarded to 
the school with the most qualifying essay 
submissions.

The cash prizes are made possible by 
the lawyers and judges of the U.S. District 
Court, Middle District of Florida Bench Bar 
Fund. The prizes are:

First place – $2,000
Second place – $1,000
Third place – $500
Fourth-through 10th places – $50 each
Classroom grants for teachers of top 
three winners – a $500
Grant to school with most qualifying 
essay submissions – $1,000

Winners will be recognized in Novem-
ber at a ceremony at the Bryan Simson U.S. 
Courthouse in Jacksonville. In addition, the 
first-place winner will be given the oppor-
tunity to shadow a federal judge for a day.

For the contest rules and additional 
information about the Essay Contest and 
how to enter visit www.flmd.uscourts.
gov under the “Court in the Community” 
section.

U.S. District Court, Federal Bar 
Association offering essay contest

For School News 

ORANGE PARK – Calling all young writers!
The Historical Society of Orange Park, 

in recognition of Veterans Day, will, once 
again, sponsor an essay contest for stu-
dents in Clay County. 

The purpose of the contest is to give 
young people the opportunity to explain 
the importance of celebrating veterans 

Historical Society of Orange Park looking for talented writers

and Veterans Day.
Students, using their own words and 

creativity, are invited to tell a personal 
story about how veterans have made an 
impact in their life, neighborhood, or town. 
This year, instead of having three different 
topics for the contest, one winner will be 
chosen in each of the three grade levels 
– elementary, middle and high school – 
which addresses the topic: Why Do We 

Honor Veterans?
Students should research Veterans Day 

and speak with veterans and family mem-
bers about what our military veterans have 
done that deserves recognition.

Information on the contest can be 
found at www.ophistory.org, on page four 
of the Historical Society of Orange Park’s 
August newsletter. Odds of winning will 
be determined by the number of entries 
received. Essays will be measured for: 
expression of the theme (50%); content 
of writing (25%); and, creativity of writing 
(25%). Judges will be members of the 
Historical Society of Orange Park.

The contest is divided into the follow-
ing categories: grades 4-6: word limits 
300-500 with a $50 prize; grades 7-8: word 
limits 400-700 with a $75 prize; and, grades 
9-12: with word limits 500-1,000 with a 
$100 prize.

All essay entries must be received by 
Sept, 30. These can be sent via electronic 
submission using the website info@ophis-
tory.org or mailed to The Historical Society 
of Orange Park, P. O. Box 08, Orange Park, 
Florida, 32073. The Grand Prize winners will 
be notified by Oct. 22.

DAUAA awards high school 
scholarships to local students

FLEMING ISLAND – The Defense Ac-
quisition University Alumni Association 
Jacksonville Florida Chapter recently 
awarded scholarships totaling $13,000 to 
12 Clay and St. John’s county high school 
graduates.

The scholarship winners were treated 
to a Saturday game at the Jacksonville 
Jumbo Shrimp where the scholarship win-
ners plus their families enjoyed an evening 
of baseball.

This year’s winners from Clay COun-
ty include Chloe Spencer from Fleming 
Island High, who will be attending Ohio 
Valley University in West Virginia; Madison 
Wong from Fleming Island, who will be 
attending the University of Central Florida; 
Tyler Reimer from Fleming Island, who 
will be attending Florida State and Allison 
Korahais from St. John’s Country Day 
School, will be attending the University of 
Florida

The DAU AA Jacksonville Florida 

SEE SCHOLARSHIP, 11
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                  Vicki Kidwell, President - www.clayeducation.org 

Wishing Clay
County's Teachers,

Students, and Staff a
safe and successful

2021-2022 
school year!
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Fleming Island junior given 
Gold Award for creating sensory 

room at R.C. Bannerman

For School News 

CLAY COUNTY – Lorelei Love is a hard-
working Girl Scout in high school who 
recently achieved the Gold Award for 
devotion to students with special needs.

The Gold Award is one of many 
accomplishments Love has received 
throughout her time in the Girl Scouts. Her 
vest displays a whopping 70 patches, all 
dedicated to something Love has done in 
the Girl Scouts. Her most recent award is 
the highest achievement Girl Scouts can 
get. Only 12 recipients this year were given 

Love’s attention to children with 
special needs recognized by Girl Scouts

Lorelei Love is one of only 12 local Girl Scouts to earn her Gold Award after creating a sensory 
room for students with special needs at R.C. Bannerman Learning Center.

GIRL SCOUTS IN CLAY 
COUNTY SCHOOLS 

this award.
Love was given the Gold Award after 

designing a sensory room for special 
needs children at R.C. Bannerman Learning 
Center in Green Cove Springs. The sensory 
room is designed to help children relax 
and cope with their emotions in a healthy 
manner. Love � rst got the idea for the 
sensory room after spending time with her 
friend.

“I have a friend with special needs, her 
name is Chloe. She’s a family friend and 
I’ve known her for years. Her mother is 
friends with a teacher at R.C. Bannerman 
Learning Center who needed help. Her 
kids were struggling a lot because they 
needed to relax because they were feeling 
overwhelmed, which brought up the idea 
for the sensory room,” Love said.

A lot of research was put into the 
sensory room. The sensory room needed 
to be a place where children could relax all 
while expressing their interests. Love start-
ed researching and designing the sensory 
room in ninth grade. The sensory room 
consists of certain items that are all geared 
towards helping children.

“When you walk into the sensory room, 
there’s many sensory activities such as tiles, 
where when you press on them move. 
They have liquid inside them where they 
move and the kids love them. The teacher 
gave us reviews towards them and how 
the kids love them. Then there’s a chalk-
board wall, where they would draw on the 
wall. Since we painted on the wall with 
chalkboard paint for them to draw on. We 
also have these touch lights and a LEGOS 
wall,” Love said.

All of these items in the sensory room 
are designed to help children with special 
needs express their emotions. In addition 
to helping children ease their emotions, 
it can also help children to be more vocal 
and communicate what they want. Stu-
dents at R.C. Bannerman are encouraged 
to tell the teacher if they wanted to use 
the sensory room. The sensory room helps 
children in many di� erent ways.

“When a kid with autism is feeling 
overwhelmed, they have a hard time ex-
pressing that they’re feeling overwhelmed. 

It’s hard for them to tell an adult or their 
teacher that they’re feeling stressed. So 
they’ll then act out with actions and not 
use their words. So when they go into the 
sensory room, it acts as a calming environ-
ment, reduces the stress on the child and 
helps them to feel calm afterwards,” Love 
said. 

Along with being a Girl Scout, Love is 
also going to be a junior at Fleming Island 
High. She’ll be taking college level dual 
enrollment classes and hopes to one day 
work with animals and obtain a zoology 
degree. Love hopes to help both animals 
and people throughout her life. 



For School News 

MIDDLEBURG – Cailyn Crocker is rising to 
the top of the pageantry 
scene by winning the 
title Miss Elementary Fifth 
Grade.

Crocker’s parents and 
her puppy, Ally are all very 
proud and excited for her 
to win the recent pag-
eant. Pageantry has been 
a part of Crocker’s family for years, with 
both Crocker’s mom and her sister, Chloe, 
competing in pageants. 

Cailyn’s mom, Tara Crocker, loves seeing 
her daughters compete in pageants. 

“It’s a great way for us to spend time 
together, and she [Cailyn] has so much 
fun with the girls. She loves making new 
friends. She’s the kind of kid where every-
one she meets, she’s like that’s my new 
best friend... Pageants are just something 
that all of us girls do together,”  Tara Crock-
er said.  One of the ways the Crockers help 

her daughter is by designing her gowns. 
Out� ts can get expensive in pageantry so 
rather than go out and buy them, Crock-
er’s grandmother designs and makes them 
herself. “It makes me really happy to go 
on stage and show my grandma’s work in 
my clothes...It’s really special to me,” the 
mother said.

Along with being able to bond more 
with her family, pageants have also helped 
the Doctors Inlet Elementary student to 
make friends. While pageants may be 
portrayed in a negative light on reality 
television, she says her favorite part about 
pageantry is making new friends.

“Making new friends when I come to 
these pageants is probably one of my 
favorite things. 

We have a lot of fun together,” Cailyn 
said. For winning Miss Elementary 5th 
grade, Crocker was awarded a package 
consisting of a $5,000 scholarship, a $500 
shopping spree to American Girl Doll 
Store, a cruise, a trip to Nashville and 
photoshoots. 

Doctors Inlet Elementary student wins 
Miss Elementary Fifth Grade pageant
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FLEMING ISLAND – Cadette Girl 
Scout Troop 685 of Fleming 
Island recently completed their 
‘Take Action Project’  to earn 
the Girl Scout Silver Award. The 
troop chose two beauti� cation 
projects at the SAFE Animal 
Shelter in Middleburg. (From 
left) Fleming Island High School 
Freshman Hannah Vidak, Ava 
Brinkman and Kathryn McNeill 
created a planting bed with 
silhouettes at the front entrance, 
added a mural to the kitten catio 
and built a bench so potential 
adopters can sit and visit with 
kittens. For the Silver Award a Girl 
Scout must be a Cadette in Girl 
Scouts. The Take Action Project 
must educate, inspire others to 
be a part of the change and have 
a plan for sustainability. Each 
girl must spend a minimum of 
50 hours on their project from 
planning to execution. 

Cadette Girl Scout Troop complete Silver Award project



8 • Clay County School News • SEPTEMBER 2021

Henry Burkes Way

Middleburg High 
custodian honored
By Wesley LeBlanc
wesley@opc� a.com

MIDDLEBURG — Henry Burke literally 
helped build Middleburg High. Now his 
name will live forever on campus grounds 
thanks to a new street sign on campus 
erected in his honor.

Burkes has been working at the high 
school in the heart of Middleburg for more 
than four decades. He has pictures of the 
school when it merely was a pecan tree 
grove. He helped lay the concrete and the 
bricks to make the school what it is today, 
according to the sta�  at the campus. So 
last Thursday, May 20, his devotion to the 
school was honored with a street sign that 
reads “Henry Burkes Way.”

“I had no idea this was happening,” 
Burkes said. “It was a big surprise and it’s an 
honor.”

Middleburg reading teacher, Ruth 
Gardner, said the entire school had to keep 
it quiet because if Burkes had found out, 
he wouldn’t have shown up. Burkes was 
transported by a golf cart to a service road 
on campus around 1 p.m. As he rounded 
the corner, he was greeted by dozens of 
students lining the road.

They held signs that said “We love you, 
Mr. Burkes” and “Thank you for all that 
you do, Mr. Henry.” The surprise stayed on 
Burkes’ face until he arrived at the red and 
green sign at the end of the road, con-
cealed with a trash bag. After some cordial 
greetings, the trash bag was pulled o�  and 
Burkes saw his “Henry Burkes Way” sign for 

the � rst time.
A massive smile stretched across his 

face while the school’s band played its 
alma mater and his family and friends 
hugged him and congratulated him for his 
dedication to the school.

“Henry Burkes trained all of us,” Superin-
tendent David Broskie said.

Broskie was speaking � guratively, 
but to an extent, that statement is true. 
The school was built in 1980 and Burkes 
helped build it. In those four decades 
since, he’s kept it in tip-top shape.

Henry’s wife, Earnestine Burkes, said 
he’s absolutely deserving of the desig-
nation. She said he loves the school with 
everything in him and he’s proud to work 
for the school. Actually, Burkes retired from 
the school on Oct. 30, 2009, only to come 
back 30 days later.

“He made it 30 days before coming 
back,” Earnestine said, chuckling about 
how she knew he would be back.

Gardner said the idea to honor Burkes 
was easy.

“He takes a left to leave this road every 
day so why not make it his?” Gardner said.

She said she had been planning this for 
a while but somehow had to get the entire 
school involved secretly. Her plan was a 
success.

She said it was amazing to see his reac-
tion and that he’s so deserving. She called 
him the most sincere, hard-working, kind 
and humble person she knows.

“He built this school,” she said. “It’s the 
least we could do.”

Henry Burkes has been the custodian at Middleburg High for more than 40 years and he is the 
longest-tenured employee in the school’s history. His name will forever live on the campus 
after the county renamed the service road at the school after him.



By Randy Lefko
Sports Editor

GAINESVILLE - With a fearless acumen of 
jumping off a 30 foot platform and landing 
at 30-35 miles per hour in a pool, 14 year 
old Ava Brinkman has a shot at a national 
diving title in less than a week.

“Once I missed my hands and the wa-
ter hit me right in the face,” said Brinkman, 
who will be entering Fleming Island High 
School in August as a freshman. “It’s pretty 
painful. I learned fast to get my hands in 
front of me.”

As a sibling to two formidable athletes; 
John Evan Brinkman, a Fleming Island High 
cross country standout, and Ellie Brinkman, 
a swimming standout, Ava Brinkman has 
found her niche by way of the pool.

“I was a swimmer first, but kept 
watching divers practice around me and 
thought that I might like it,” said Brinkman, 
who has meteorically rose to national 
ranks in just six years of competitive diving, 
most recently with the Gator Diving Club 
in Gainesville. “I wasn’t paying much at-
tention to the swimming. The dream is to 
make the Olympics.”

Brinkman recently earned a ticket to 
the USA Diving Junior Nationals in India-
napolis July 28-Aug. 3 with top 10 finishes 
at the USA Diving Zone B Championships 
with a 10-meter tower win and a sixth 
place finish in the 1-meter springboard. 
Brinkman also competed in the 3-meter 
springboard, but finished 13th.

In the platform diving competition, 
from the 10-meter platform, Brinkman 
won decisively with a 318.90 total with the 
runnerup at 298.25. Her best dive, with a 
2.80 degree of difficulty, was an inward 
2-1/2 somersault pike position dive that 
requires the diver to face the concrete 
platform, leap out, then somersault toward 
the platform for two and half flips before 
striking the pool.

“I think it takes a lot of courage or guts 
to dive off that platform,” said Brinkman. 
“I’ve competed against the best divers in 
the country and think I’m prepared.”

For her coach, Lauren Perez Gillooly, 
a Venezuelan national team coach, now 
head diving coach at the Gator Dive 
Club, Brinkman’s success is a matter of 

work ethic, attention to detail and a little 
fearlessness.

“She has beautiful form and perfect 
lineup,” said Gillooly,  who’s sister, Elizabeth 
is a University of Florida diver and a four-
time Venezuela national diving champion. 
“She works very hard and competes hard.”

Brinkman sealed her finish in the 1-me-
ter springboard with her best dive score 
of the competition on her final dive; a 2.40 
difficulty inward 1-1/2 somersault pike 
dive that netted a 49.20 score en route to a 
309.50 total. The winning total was 353.75 
from Lanie Gutch of the Team Orlando 
Diving team.

Along with Lauren Perez Gilooly, 
Brinkman gets some coaching from Bryan 
Gillooly, an two-time NCAA champion 
diver for University of Miami and USA Na-
tional team member; three-time national 
champion, and the University of Florida’s 
diving coach for the past five years, 

“There is no secret to Ava’s success; 
it’s hard work,” said Gillooly, after watch-
ing Brinkman practice in the morning in 
Gainesville on Saturday. “She does the little 
extra that great athletes do. She will leave 
here and go to another pool and work 

more on her diving.”
Brinkman has been in the top 10 

ranks of platform diving since 2018 with a 
second place finish at the 2019 USA Diving 
Juior Region 3 Championships and fifth 
place finishes in the 2019 Zone B platform 
and 1-meter springboard. There was no 
competition for 2020 due to COVID.

Brinkman’s diving gets national bid

Incoming Fleming High freshman diver Ava brinkman stands with her three medals won at the 
AAU Nationals with Gator diving club coach Lauren Perez Gillooly. Gillooly is a former coach for 
the Venezuelan national team.

Bryan Gillooly, the University of Florida diving 
team coach and the assistant coach to the 
Gator Diving Club with wife Lauren 
Perez-Gillooly, offers his expertise to Ava 
brinkman’s young career with national 
collegiate titles for the University of Miami, 
USA national diving titles and a finalist in 
three US Olympic Trials.
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said that’s the result of district leadership, 
instructional coaches, ongoing support 
and more within the school’s community. 
Their goal was to remove all obstacles for 
students and provide a great education. It 
clearly worked.

“I am so excited for all of the Charles 
E. Bennett Elementary students, teachers, 
sta� , and parents with the improvement 
of their state test scores,” said Superinten-
dent David Broskie. “This is a testament 
to the hard work and dedication that the 
school community has focused on for 
the past few years. To accomplish such an 
achievement during a year where students 
learned while also dealing with a glob-
al pandemic is amazing and should be 
celebrated.”

Teto said the grade is determined by 
Florida Standard Assessments in reading, 
math and science, as well as learning gains 
from comparative years. Students simply 
weren’t hitting the grades they needed in 
the past.

“That’s why it was so important to 
work with scholars to identify their speci� c 
needs and provide the support they need-
ed to close the achievement gap,” Teto 
said. “With two D grades, the Department 
of Education had a team that would come 
out once a month alongside the district 
and school leaders to walk classrooms, 
identify needs and ultimately pinpoint ex-
actly what was and what wasn’t working.”

As far as why CEBE was struggling in 
the past to escape the ‘D’ grade, Teto said 
there isn’t really wasn’t a single issue.

“When you walk through the school, 
it’s beautiful, and when you walk through 
the classrooms, there are some incredible 
things happening,” Teto said. “I think it’s 
that sometimes when you get knocked 
out and you have to get back up again, 
it can take some time to shake that � rst 
knock-out o� .”

CEBE simply needed time. Teto has 
been in her speci� c position for about a 
year and a half so getting CEBE’s grade up 
has been a priority for the length of her 
time so far in that role.

Grade 
from page 1

The school’s Math Team excelled during the 2020-21 school year, which is another example of proof that CEBE students are more than their D 
school grade standing in year’s past would indicate.

“I stepped into this role a year and 
a half ago at the beginning of the pan-
demic and I think it was a situation where 
people might have thought [Bennett] was 
messy inside…but it wasn’t,” Teto said. 
“They simply had a couple of rough years. 
Through this collective e� ort and high 
expectations, we made the jump in school 
grade happen. It wasn’t a funding issue or 
a family issue. They just hit a rough patch 
and it took some time to shake it o� .”

Teto said principal Sheree Cagle and 
her two assistants went a long way to 
improving the school. Cagle wasn’t avail-
able for comment during the � rst week of 
school. However, Teto said Cagle and the 
team she’s built elevated the CEBE experi-
ence to new heights.

Cagle worked hard with the district 
to be transparent in the proceedings at 
CEBE and she also introduced new ways to 
incentivize students to work even harder 
than before. Her “Cagle Bucks” program 
was very popular. It rewarded students 
with school dollars that could be spent on 
items like fun snacks and prizes.

“When you walk through the school, it’s beautiful, and when you walk through 
the classrooms, there are some incredible things happening. I think it’s that 
sometimes when you get knocked out and you have to get back up again, it 
can take some time to shake that � rst knock-out off.”

– Heather Toto 



Chapter was established in 2005 and has 
awarded more than $78,000 in scholar-
ships since its inception. The drive behind 
the scholarship program was from Mrs. 
Elizabeth Nealin, who is on the DAUAA Jax 
Board of Directors. The purpose and goal 
were to invest in high school graduates 
within the Northeast Florida area with the 
goal of improving the future workforce.

There are four types of scholarships 
that can be applied for: STEM, Business 
and Leadership, Patriot (parents/guardians 
are active-duty military), Founders (new 
scholarship o� ered the � rst time this year 
and awarded to Madalyn Moore) and the 
Elizabeth Nealin STEM scholarships. Each 
scholarship is for $1,000 except the Found-
er’s which is $2,000.

The DAU AA JAX Chapter partners 
with the local businesses and community 
for the funds to award the scholarships. 
Those major scholarship sponsors are 
Andromeda Systems, Orange Park Mall, 
Tillman Foundation, Thomas Universi-
ty, Orange Park Rotary Sunrise, NMCRS 
Jacksonville, USO Greater Jacksonville, First 
Command Financial, Tory Hamlin Allstate, 
Select Health and Wellness, Tony Conard, 
Herron Real Estate, Subaru Jax, Brooks 
Rehab, A10 Auto Detailing, Crunch Fitness, 
Signature Consultants, Anderson Trade 
Group, Caldwell Bankers Cares, BestBet, 
Quimby Law, Ron McCann State Farm, JAX 
Jumbo Shrimp, Fields Cadillac and Dez 
Combs Real Estate. Scholarships are given 
out as joint scholarships between DAUAA 
JAX Chapter and the major Scholarship 
sponsor.

The scholarship awards are based on 
grades, school and community activities 
and a written essay. This year’s Selection 
Board involved application reviews from 
about half of the major scholarship spon-
sors and the majority of the DAU AA JAX 
BOD. Scholarship applications are online 
at the chapter website at www.dauaajax.
org or by contacting the Chapter President 
Duane Mallicoat at duanemalli@comcast.
net or via cell at (301) 769-8206. The chap-
ter will have the 2022 scholarship applica-
tion link up on the website by September 
2021 and the dates for submitting are next 
May, 20. Plans are to increase the number 
of scholarships awarded in 2022 to 20.

Scholarship
from page 5
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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
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Nationally recognized Wolfson Children’s Hospital of Jacksonville has taken care of little hearts for decades. Our highly 
skilled Terry Heart Institute team is dedicated to providing the most advanced cardiac care to our patients. We have all 
the needed specialists to diagnose, treat, manage and study congenital and acquired heart conditions. 

Our pediatric heart team:
♥ Provides comprehensive care for common and highly 

complex heart conditions in children of all ages

♥  Takes part in cardiovascular research to improve 
patient outcomes

♥  Offers medical, social and emotional support 
for patients and families

Specializing in:
♥  General, interventional and preventive cardiology

♥  Comprehensive fetal cardiac imaging

♥  Electrophysiology

♥  Treatment of acquired heart conditions 
(i.e., Kawasaki disease and cardiomyopathy)

♥  Full range of cardiothoracic surgical procedures

Little hearts need
BIG expertise.

© Baptist Health 2021

Find out more about our expertise with Little Hearts: 
Visit wolfsonchildrens.com/LittleHearts, 
email wolfsonheart@bmcjax.com
or call 904.202.8550.
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