


What is School is 

Cool?

School is Cool is a 

Community Foundation of 

Broward initiative which 

aims to increase high 

school graduation rates to 

90% by focusing on middle 

school success.  To aid this 

effort, the Foundation has 

sought out new insights 

and connections with 

those who embrace this 

goal.  Consensus emerged 

through the conversations 

regarding four target areas 

that need to be addressed:

Target 1: 

Transition Readiness

Create middle school 

student readiness to 

transition to high school 

confident and motivated to 

succeed academically

Target 2: 

Family Involvement

Increase family involvement 

in child’s academic success

Target 3: 

Community Involvement

Increase awareness 

and engagement by the 

community in students’ 

educational success 

Target 4: 

School Leadership

Strengthen school leaders to 

lead change within targeted 

schools and increase 

teacher professional 

development

Broward’s graduation rate is currently at 77.7% 

with an even lower rate for Black, non-Hispanic 

students. According to a new report from Johns 

Hopkins University, the origins of these failures can 

be traced back as early as the sixth grade. 

So what does this breakdown in middle school 

ultimately mean? According to the statistics, 

everything. When struggling middle schoolers 

become high school dropouts they can expect:

• Higher unemployment and lower earnings

• Higher rates of illness and disability

• Increased incarceration

Recognizing that the middle school years are criti-

cal ones in academic preparation and a time of 

huge change for students academi-

cally, developmentally and socially, 

the Community Foundation’s Board 

has launched  School is Cool, a 

community-wide initiative. 

School is Cool aims to increase 

high school graduation rates to 90% 

by focusing on middle school suc-

cess. As this initiative develops, the Foundation 

seeks to:

• Broaden knowledge and understanding of 

middle school issues

• Raise awareness and focus the community on 

the importance of middle school achievment

• Hone in on strategies that expand bright 

spots, identify opportunities and address gaps

• Create a “community square” to share ideas 

and inspire partnerships and collaborations

• Identify those who are or might be interested 

in being part of this effort

Three discussion groups were held this summer 

with 70 targeted leaders that represent a wide 

cross section of the community. Discussions 

included corporate and 

nonprofit leaders, educa-

tion experts, teachers, 

principals from public and 

charter schools, Foundation 

Fundholders, staff, board 

members and other funders.

School is Cool 

Community Conversations

We asked more than 70 local leaders what they 
think needs to be done to increase high school 
graduation rates 

“Sixth graders are 

too young to learn 

from books. They 

need experiential and 

hands-on teaching.“ 
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Approximately 1.2 million students drop out of high school each year – that’s one child every 26 
seconds of the school day. A recent study by Cities in Crisis reports that high dropout rates can put 
a financial burden on a city and have a detrimental impact on community safety.  

Despite this, only 53% of young people in America’s 50 largest cities graduate from high school on 
time.  25 U.S. school districts produce 1/5 of all U.S. dropouts. Broward is one of them.



“Students need to see that academic goals support their personal 

goals and set their own academic goals.  This will give them buy-in to 

their academic success. We need to help kids take responsibility for 

their own growth and success.  School success takes teamwork and 

kids are part of this team.” 

“Sixth graders are too young to learn from books. They need 

experiential and hands-on teaching.“

“Students need to learn at their own pace (developmental learning).  A 

doctor would not tell you the date by which you should get well.  Why 

do we teach children that way?”

“The kids in 6th grade are put in one of 4 tracks: college bound, no 

college, business bound, drop out. What is a teacher supposed to do 

when you have a 15 year old as a 6th grader? How much energy and 

resources can you really devote?”

“Technology can make learning fun. Make cool games educational.”

“You can create a motivated and inspired student, who may not be an 

A/B student, if they make the connection on what is taught.”

“When a student drops out of school, he makes a $300,000 

decision. Would you allow a teen to make a decision to become an 

economically disabled person?”

“Students go from a very anchored elementary setting with one 

teacher being committed to a group of students. In middle school, this 

is not the case.”

“It seems middle school suffers from its name.  I remember when we 

called it Junior High.  It felt like it was important.  Now it seems like it 

is just an ‘in-between’ place.”

“Create themed middle schools and allow elementary students to 

choose the school of their choice. Similar to magnet high schools that 

were designed to attract higher achieving students to track them in a 

college career path; lower achieving students need the same opportu-

nity. This will help kids begin to map their future path early on.”

Here are some strategies and 
recommendations suggested by participants:

Target 1: Transition Readiness: 
Create middle school student readiness to transition to high 

school confident and motivated to succeed academically

Dropouts are:
• Not eligible for 90% of jobs
• 8 times more likely to go to 

prison
• 50% less likely to vote
• Paid 40c for every $1 a 

college grad earns

B: School Relevancy – instruction should help kids see the 
connection between what they learn and real life application

C. School Structure – transition from elementary to mid-
dle school needs to be seamless and help middle school 

students adjust with more focus on their future path
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A: Student Learning – students need experiential, hands-
on, individualized, and interactive learning and less 
teaching to a test.  Small learning communities, based on 
learning styles and abilities need to be developed

Participants echoed that the problem with students achieving success lies in the cookie cutter approaches to teaching and the lack of 
real world application of instruction. In addition, schools lack enough incentives to motivate or encourage success. 

They categorize and label students that result in negative impact on the students. Schools lack enough mentors to guide students and 
have stripped the school day of the “fun stuff”. The following are some comments shared:



“We have to reinforce positive behaviors and make school a fun place 

to be that rewards success.”

 “Kids vote with their feet.  At the middle school level, they don’t want 

to spend any more time at school. So why not create an outside 

environment that is fun to do their homework?”

“Address bullying and other safety concerns that prevent success. 

Make schools a safe learning environment that kids want to attend.”

“Mentoring, money and peers.  It seems that successful programs 

have two of these three components.  Consider bringing scholarship 

programs to middle schools as it has a success rate with high 

schools.  Peer mentoring has also worked at the high school level – 

can it work with middle schools?”’

“Kids don’t want to go to an after-school program – that’s where the 

little kids go who need adult supervision.  It isn’t cool to do after-

school.  What is cool is just ‘chillin.’ That is what kids want to do, just 

hang and chill.”

“Use extracurricular activity as a motivator to attend school.  If you 

want to play basketball you have to be attending school regularly.  

Have the coach reinforce the need for educational goals, too.”

“Student led teacher/parent conferences allow students to take 

ownership.”

“Interview students to learn what they feel would make school cool.”

 

“Need mental health experts to help us understand and identify 

strategies to help motivate students (fear, anger, hunger). If the kids 

with serious needs are addressed, then overall numbers will improve.”

“Reading recovery (in early grades) is essential – pairing a student 

with a teacher for nine weeks to bring their skills up to grade level 

would give the student a better chance to excel in middle school.”

Target 1: Transition Readiness: (continued)

E: Student engagement – need to celebrate small successes, 
reward good character to build students’ self-worth and 

esteem, and provide peer support

F: Student Support Systems – the whole child needs to be 
addressed to enable appropriate provision of services and 

resources to help him/her succeed

D: School Culture – create a safe environment that has an 

atmosphere of hope and puts “fun” back into education
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“Teaching begins at home. Engage parents as partners. Make home 

visits early in the school year. Students should feel they have a 

personal relationship with individuals at school and at home.”

“Parents have many problems that take their attention away from their 

kids academic success.  They need help, we need to help them.”

“Attendance matters! Kids can’t learn if they are not in school. All the 

new programs and techniques will fall flat unless the students are 

actually there to utilize them...”       

“Inspire more parental responsibility – if my middle school student 

doesn’t go to school, it should be my fault!  We have to remember 

they are just children.”

“Parents go on cruise control when kids are in middle school. Parents 

are tired of it all and expect the kids to perform on their own.  They 

had five years of book reports and science projects, and they just 

want to step away from it for a while.”

“Parents, teachers, and student connections beyond conferences will 

result in stronger and more positive relations; i.e. at parent/teacher/

student night, they can share challenges and solutions as a team.”

“Outside mediators or parent advocates are needed to help parents 

communicate with school personnel.  We need to recognize cultural 

and language barriers and a parent’s fear of facing school authority.”

Target 2: Family Involvement: 

Increase family involvement in their child’s educational success
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Participants stressed the important role of family involvement in the student’s success.  It was suggested that more needs to be done 
to bring the school into the home to create greater connection and to build personal relations with parents/family. There is not enough 
outreach to parents to see what works for them. 

The following are comments shared to help engage parents/family:



Participants felt strongly that schools cannot improve on their 

own and that the community must be invested in ways that 

ensure schools don’t fail students.  

Lack of volunteer involvement at the middle school level, 

undefined roles for business and community-based organizations’ 

intervention, negative media, and lack of knowledge of available 

resources to aid students contribute to students not succeeding.  

The following are comments expressed on this topic:

“There are a lot of good programs that are working.  Too often groups 

are not working together to make collective impact or are starting from 

scratch. When a strong program already exists, it just needs to be 

duplicated.  What encourages collaboration?  Greater communication 

to share knowledge and success stories. We need to reward strong 

programs and bring them to scale rather than starting new ones.”

“Partnership between at-risk schools and successful schools should 

be established.”

“Companies can do more than just give money; we need to better 

understand our role (i.e. adult mentors to expose kids to business 

take tours, internships).”

“The school district needs a deeper understanding of the role of the 

outside community. At the moment, it is a bit resistant. The community 

needs to insist.”

“Engage more community groups as an intervention” ( i.e. faith-based 

and community-based organizations).

“Involve media to share positive stories about the great things 

happening in Broward schools.”

“This work (community engagement on this issue) needs to be 

branded with a sense of hope and inspiration.  It is too depressing 

otherwise.   By celebrating success, we motivate excellence.”

“No one wants to help middle school. It is fun to help the little ones 

(K-5), and it is rewarding to help someone go to college (high-school), 

but no one gets excited about “the middle.” 

“Bring resources and services to schools because it is hard for kids to 

access programs due to transportation and other issues.”

“We don’t know what is available to help the students. We need a 

resource bank so we know how to get kids the help they need.”

“We need transportation and infrastructure that reaches from the end 

of the school day to dinner time.”

Target 3:  Community Involvement:  

Increase awareness and engagement by the community in students’ educational success 

B: Volunteerism and Resources – need more volunteers at 
middle school level and resources available that are in reach 

for middle school students

A: School Culture – create a safe environment that has an 
atmosphere of hope and puts “fun” back into education
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Participants expressed  

having effective school 

leadership is key to students’ 

success. Principals and 

teachers are not exposed 

to the type of leadership 

training of the business 

world to help them turn good 

schools into great ones.  

Overburdened with testing, 

mandates, and having to deal 

with challenging students 

distracts the focus from 

leadership to management.  

The following are some comments shared:

“If you meet a dynamic empowered CEO, you find a great company.  

The same is when you meet a dynamic and empowered principal, you 

find a great school.  How do we empower more principals to think of 

themselves as CEO of their school and strive to be the best?”

“Create a school culture that equates to business; create winning 

teams, give recognition; spotlight those performing well in schools and 

have them serve as models.”

“Principals must be accessible and not locked in the office.  

Management by walking around. Principals need to greet and get to 

know students personally.”

“More sharing of best practices amongst schools. Interview teachers 

and principals whose schools are doing great and replicate the 

strategies to schools that are challenged.”

“Nontraditional school leaders can serve a role…choose a community 

leader to help principals connect to the community more effectively.”

“Help teachers become better coaches and to understand social 

aspects related to the student. Stronger connections are needed with 

students at a personal level. i.e. pair best teachers with worse 

students”

“Educators should be coaches - to bring out the best.”

“Instill confidence in the teachers to teach.”  

“Right now they are stuck implementing a lesson plan produced by 

folks who haven’t been in a classroom for 30 years.  No creativity.  

Teachers need to have fun and be creative with teaching.”

“Create caring teachers.  Teachers should care if a student has 

absorbed the lesson and not move on until they do. That isn’t the 

case now – if it is week 5, the teachers move on to the next lesson.  

The students’ needs aren’t the driver, but rather the curriculum.”

“Recognition for good work; make teachers heroes;  give them 

business cards as other professions and celebrate successes.”

“I hear folks talk about needing more tools in the classroom.  Give me 

chalk and a chalkboard and I can make any lesson come alive.  Kids 

are smart, they will give at the same energy level as the teacher.”

“Teaching use to be a noble profession – now it is not.  This is due 

in part to bad teachers.  Good teachers want the system to get rid of 

bad teachers – it brings the whole field’s reputation down.  We see 

them every day – they are two years short of retirement and they 

just hand the kids out a worksheet everyday – no teaching involved.  

And then they wonder why the kids don’t respect them.  Students are 

people too.  They don’t want to be bored.  They don’t want to waste 

time.  Lessons need to capture their imagination.”

Target 4: School Leadership: 

Strengthen school leaders to lead change within targeted schools 

A. Principal Leadership – need to provide training that will 
ensure leaders are able to provide support to staff and 
students to increase student success

B. Teacher Effectiveness – teachers need creativity, flexibil-
ity and support, continuous teacher education, and recogni-
tion to be most effective
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The School is Cool Initiative requires the community to embrace 
its mission to increase graduation rates in Broward by creating 
and implementing solutions to strengthen middle school suc-
cess. 

By concentrating on this area, middle school students will have 
a better chance to “launch toward achievement and attainment” 
versus “slide off track placed on the path of frustration, failure, 
and ultimately early exit from the only secure path to adult suc-
cess” (Balfanz 2009).

As this initiative develops, you can play a vital role to help 
achieve the targets outlined in this report:

• Transition Readiness:  
Create middle school student readiness to transition to high 

school confident and motivated to succeed academically.

• Family Involvement: 
Increase family involvement in their child’s educational success.

• Community Involvement:   
Increase awareness and engagement by the community in stu-

dents’ educational success. 

• School Leadership:   
Strengthen school leaders to advance change within targeted 

schools.

Community Awareness:  inspire more awareness and embrace of 

the School is Cool thinking with those who have the power to influ-

ence change and ensure long-lasting impact on middle school suc-

cess. This includes school district leaders, school principals, universi-

ties and community leaders.

Engagement: develop continuous engagement opportunities that 

allow leaders and stakeholders to define solutions to affect systemic 

change to improve middle school success.  This can include the 

creation of a Middle School Task Force, shaping education agenda 

through advocacy, etc.

Research Best Practices and Pilot Programs:  examine and imple-

ment programs that result in an increase in math and reading scores 

and improvement in behavior and attendance, which are key indica-

tors of middle school success.

Leadership/Talent Development: Determine strategies to impact 

school leadership that result in increasing teacher effectiveness and 

increased student performance.

Partnerships & Collaborations: establish strong partnerships from 

across all sectors in the community to create momentum on School 

is Cool and connect programs that have great impact.

Investments: commit human and financial resources to move this 

work forward.

Information Broker: establish a system whereby community-wide 

metric and measures are created that will demonstrate and track 

progress and impact on target areas outlined in this report.  

Please share your ideas or thoughts with the Foundation and what 

you are working on to improve middle school education so we can 

help connect the dots with the work that unfolds around the School 

is Cool Initiative. Also contact us to be added to our mailing list to 

receive updates.

Contact Sheri Brown, Vice President of Grants & Initiatives, at 
954-761-9503 x. 103 or sbrown@cfbroward.org

 Conclusion
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Next Steps to Consider:



Business Leaders
 
Richard Berkowitz 
Managing Director 
Berkowitz Dick Pollack & Brant
berkowitz@bdpb.com 

Margarita Castellon 
Director of Education, AT&T 
margarita.castellon@bellsouth.com

Jim LaBate 
SVP/Financial Advisor
LaBate, Tidwell & Associates
jlabate@bellsouth.net 

Jody Leslie, Esq. 
Attorney 
Leslie & McLaughlin, LLP
jlesq@leslie-law.com 

Alan Levy 
President 
Great American Farms
ajl@alanjlevy.com 

Merrie Meyers 
Principal
Merrie Meyers Public Relations and 
Marketing
merri.meyers@gmail.com

General James Monroe (Ret.) 
Board Member 
Community Foundation of Broward
monroeassist@comcast.net

Jo Moskowitz 
Director, Corporate Citizenship
Citrix Systems, Inc.  
Jo.Moskowitz@citrix.com

Ramon Rodriguez 
Community Relations Officer
Citibank 
ramon.l.rodriguez@citi.com

Emily Santos 
Corporate Citizenship and Corporate Affairs 
Manager, IBM 
esantos@us.ibm.com 

Ray Southern 
CEO 
Balfour Beatty Construction
rsouthern@balfourbeattyus.com 

Bob Swindell 
President & CEO 
Greater Fort Lauderdale Alliance 
bswindell@GFLAlliance.org

Paul Tanner 
SVP - Investments 
UBS Financial Services, Inc.
paul.tanner@ubs.com 

Maureen Wilt  
Education Program Manager
FPL 
maureen.wilt@fpl.com

Education Leaders

David Armstrong 
President 
Broward College 
president@broward.edu 

Nancy Botero 
Executive Director 
Broward College Foundation
nbotero@broward.edu 

Sydney Culver 
Teacher 
Whiddon Rogers Education Center
sydney.culver@browardschools.com 

Alvin Davis
2012 Macy’s/Florida Department of 
Education Teacher of the Year 
Miramar High School 
alvindavisfloridaTOY@gmail.com

Dr. Eileen Davis-Jerome
International Educational Consultant,
Fort Lauderdale Chapter - 
The Links, Incorporated 
edjeileen@yahoo.com 

Abraham Fischler 
President Emeritus 
Nova Southeastern University
fischler@nova.edu

Jeannie  Floyd 
Principal            
Lauderhill Middle School 
jeannie.floyd@browardschools.com

Marliese Hogan 
Program Professor 
Director of Placement Services 
Nova Southeastern University 
mhogan@nova.edu 

Mirynne Igualada 
Partners in Education 
mirynne.igualada@browardschools.com

Patricia Lesesne 
Program Manager 
Broward County Public Schools
Mentoring Tomorrow’s Leaders
patricia.lesesne@browardschools.com

Joan Mikus Elmore 
joan_mikus@hotmail.com
 
Daryl Miller   
russianblue15@yahoo.com

Katie Moncrief 
Teacher  
Whiddon Rogers Education Center
katie.moncrief@browardschools.com 

Nina Randall 
Executive Director 
Partners in Education 
nrandall@browardschools.com
 
Laurie Rich Levinson 
School Board Member, District 6 
Broward County Public Schools 
laurie.richlevinson@browardschools.com 

Aline Sarria 
Dean of Teacher Education
Broward College 
asarria@broward.edu 

Cheryl Shamon  
flshamons@comcast.net

Linda Silver  
District Coordinator 
Broward County Public Schools  
linda.silver@browardschools.com

Nonprofit Leaders

Melissa Aiello 
President 
Junior Achievement of South Florida
melissa@jasouthflorida.org

James Amps 
Founder and CEO 
AMPS International, LLC
james@jamesamps.com 

Cathy Anaya-Wolf 
Regional Director  
ASPIRA of Florida
canaya@fl.aspira.org 

Myriam Campo-Goldman 
CEO 
Harmony Development 
mcgoldman@harmonydc1.org 

Stacy Carlson 
Vice President/Programs Director
Helios Education Foundation
scarlson@helios.org

Participants
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Ana Cedeno 
Chief Executive Officer 
Big Brothers Big Sisters of Broward 
anac@bbbsbroward.org 

Henri Crockett 
President/CEO 
Crockett Foundation 
hc@crockettfoundation.org

Felix Cruz 
VP and Director of Development 
ASPIRA of Florida
fcruz@fl.aspira.org

Anthony Davis 
Finance Director 
Church of Brotherly Love
Kings Table Corporation 
docad336@comcast.net 

Margaret Davis 
Chief Executive Officer 
Church of Brotherly Love
Kings Table Corporation
brotherlyktm2@comcast.net

Michael De Lucca 
President/CEO 
Broward Regional Health 
Planning Council 
mdelucca@brhpc.org 

Lucy Del Valle-Noriega
Operations Specialist 
ASPIRA of Florida
ldelvalle@fl.aspira.org 

Mark Dhooge 
Chief Operations Officer 
Kids In Distress 
markdhooge@kidsindistress.org
 
Janeth Fernandez 
Academic Director 
Firewall Ministries 
janeth@firewallministries.org 

Andy Fernandez 
Executive Director 
Firewall Ministries 
andy@firewallministries.org

Sue Gallagher  
Director of Research
Analysis & Planning
Children’s Services Council of 
Broward County 
sgallagher@cscbroward.org 

Mason Jackson 
Executive Director 
WorkForce One 
mcj@wf1broward.com

Jorene Jameson 
Executive Director 
Broward Education Foundation
jorene.jameson@browardschools.com

Lola Jordan 
Director, Community Impact-
Education  
United Way of Broward County 
Ljordan@unitedwaybroward.org 

Danny Kanell 
President 
Rocketown  
dkanell@rocketown.org 

Dana Ligocki 
Principal            
Life Skills Center of Broward  
dal2124@columbia.edu

Tery Medina 
Associate Director 
The Southeastern Equity Center 
tjmedina@southeastequity.org 

Derrick Meyers  
Director of Education
AMI Kids Greater Fort Lauderdale
gfl-ed@amikids.org 

Felipe Pinzon  
Vice-President of Programs 
Hispanic Unity of Florida 
fpinzon@hispanicunity.org

Ann Powell   
asp41634@aol.com

Shannon Prohaszka 
Executive Director 
Jack & Jill Children’s Center
sprohaszka@jackandjillcenter.org

Brian Quail 
Chief Executive Officer 
Boys & Girls Clubs of Broward 
County 
bquail@bgcbc.org 

Twan Russell 
Founder and CEO 
Russell Life Skills and Reading Foundation
trussell@russellreadingroom.com 

Alex Shanks 
Executive Director 
Christ Church in Fort Lauderdale 
ashanks@echristchurch.org

Jack Siney 
Board Member 
Communities in Schools
jsiney@me.com

Joe Toliver 
Director of Programs 
Urban League of Broward County 
jtoliver@ulbcfl.org 

Participants (cont.)
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Dr. Eileen Davis-Jerome
International Educational Consultant

Cheryl Shamon
Community Leader

Joan Elmore - Community Leader
Twan Russell - Russell Life Skills and 

Reading Foundation 
Alvin Davis - 2012 Macy’s/Florida 

Department of Education 
Teacher of the Year



About the Community Foundation of Broward
Founded in 1984, the Community Foundation of Broward’s mission is to provide leadership on community solutions, and foster philanthropy that 
connects people who care with causes that matter. A public nonprofit organization with more than 400 Charitable Funds and agency endowments 
representing $100 million, it has distributed $50 million to support community solutions over the past 28 years. As a community leader, it convenes 
citizens around critical issues, and builds the capacity of the nonprofit sector to respond to these issues. For more information about the Community 
Foundation of Broward, visit www.cfbroward.org or call 954-761-9503.
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This publication was made possbile through support provided by:

Thank You!



910 East Las Olas Boulevard, Suite 200, Fort Lauderdale, FL 33301
954.761.9503 - broward.org
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