
Orange County Public Schools 
2011 State of the Schools Address 

This address was given by School Board Chair Bill Sublette and Superintendent Ronald Blocker at 
the DoubleTree Downtown Hotel in Orlando on May 19, 2011.  The event was sponsored by the 
Central Florida Hotel & Lodging Association, the Home Builders Association of Metro Orlando, 
the Orlando Regional Realtors Association, CFE Credit Union, Business Force, Herff Jones and the 
Central Florida Chapter of Associated Builders and Contractors, Inc.  Chairman Sublette was 
introduced by Rich Maladecki, President and CEO of CFHLA. 
 
SUBLETTE: 
Thank you Rich, and good morning and welcome to this, our inaugural State of the Schools 
presentation, the first of what I hope will become an annual affair in our community. 
 
Before I go further, I want to thank our sponsors who made this event possible at no cost to the 
taxpayers of Orange County, and to our local and state elected officials who, by their presence 
here this morning, attest to the importance of Orange County Public Schools to our community. 
 
We are here today to deliver an honest appraisal of Orange County Public Schools, to celebrate 
our achievements of the past year, and to address the challenges which lay ahead. We are here 
today because the quality of our public schools is important, as is the perceived quality of those 
schools; important not just to the children in our schools, and not only to the parents of those 
children, but important to our community as a whole. 
 
I’d like to ask you to humor me and join me in a little survey to help illustrate my point. 
 
Please raise your hand if you own property in Orange County. Thank you. I asked you to raise 
your hand because any realtor in this room will tell you that nothing affects your property values 
more than the perceived quality of the public school to which your property is zoned. 
 
Now please raise your hand again if you either own your own business or are involved in hiring 
for your business or profession. Thank you. No single institution affects your ability to hire 
qualified, trainable employees more than Orange County Public Schools. We have more than 
10,000 seniors preparing to graduate in a few weeks, and if past trends hold true, more than 
81% of these students will remain here to work and raise a family. If we do not provide you with 
the qualified work force you need, those jobs will move to communities that can. 
 
Finally, please raise your hand if you have children, or grandchildren, in an Orange County public 
school. Thank you, especially, for entrusting us with your child’s future, and with entrusting us 
with our community’s future. Over the course of a student’s lifetime, a high school dropout 
earns $260,000 less than a graduate, pays $60,000 less in taxes than a graduate, is twice as likely 
to be unemployed, three times more likely to live in poverty, and eight times more likely to wind 
up in prison. As taxpayers we all have a vested interest in making sure our community’s children 
receive a high-quality education. 
 
This is why we have invited you here today - not only to celebrate our successes, but to discuss 
the challenges which lay ahead and to begin building the community team we will need in the 
years ahead as we strive to create the #1 urban school district in the nation. 



 
And now, to highlight the successes of the past year, which were many, a man the Board is 
proud to call our partner in education, Superintendent Ron Blocker. 
 
BLOCKER: 
Thank you, Chairman Sublette. Recently we asked our inaugural Leadership Orange class – 
several of whom are here this morning and a group you’ll hear more about later – to help us put 
together a “Best of 2010” list from accomplishments collected from principals, department 
heads, and our news release library. They came up with a list of no less than 59 significant 
achievements from the past year. Have no fear though. We’ve whittled the list down, in our best 
David Letterman fashion, to our very own top 10 list of accomplishments from the past year. 
 
NUMBER TEN. No fewer than 26 Orange County teams and individuals won state championships 
this year. We live in a state of 18 million people, with more than 868,000 high school students, a 
state rich in talent. Winning a state championship is no small feat, and we had seven team 
winners and 19 individual champions, all of whom you can see on the screens.  
  
One of them is Niaja Griffin from Wekiva High School. She is a three-time state champion in 
weightlifting, ran on the state champion 4-by-100 relay track team, has a 3.6 grade point 
average, is involved with the National Beta Club and National Honor Society; and will be 
attending the University of Georgia, instead of my beloved Florida Gators, next fall. Please join 
me in applauding Niaja, who is here with us this morning, and all our other great champion 
student athletes. 
 
NUMBER NINE. Your School Board and this administration are committed to the arts, and no 
less significant are the artistic and cultural achievements of so many of our talented student 
artists, bands, and performing arts groups. Outside, you heard the 4-A State Champion Cypress 
Creek High School Marching Band. Other outstanding groups are listed on the screens. They’ve 
won state band competitions, arts awards of excellence, thespian superior ratings; marched in 
parades in Chicago, New York and Philadelphia; played at Carnegie Hall; and presented the first 
ever Florida high school performance of Phantom of the Opera. The show was so popular and 
well done that it played to full houses, and they had to add an extra performance. Please 
welcome this morning the University High School performing arts director Melaney Douglass 
and Angel Santiago, one of two young men who played in the starring role of Phantom.  
 
NUMBER EIGHT. While they don’t get the same amount of press, we value our academic 
superstars as highly as we do our sports stars. This year no fewer than 130 of our graduating 
seniors earned full-ride scholarships to colleges or universities, or appointments to U.S. military 
academies. And more than 18 students were named National Merit Scholars.  
 
Among last year’s end-of-year academic superstars was Edgewater senior Son Le, the only 
student in Florida selected to participate in the 8th Annual USA Biology Olympiad National 
Finals; and Brooke Griffin, a Dr. Phillips High senior who scored a perfect 2400 on the SAT and is 
one of only 141 U.S. Presidential Scholars.  
 
At Howard Middle School, they sent a team to a national rocketry challenge in Virginia and 
finished among the top 100 high schools in America … and by the way, they’re only a middle 
school.  



 
This year, 19 Maitland Middle School students are waiting on results of a science experiment 
they’re conducting … on the space shuttle Endeavour ... right now … up there. Their experiment 
earned a spot on the shuttle to study the effect of microgravity on the ability of ethanol to kill E. 
coli.  And why do we want to know that? Well, if it proves true, they’ll have found a waterless 
way to disinfect spacecrafts and keep astronauts healthy on future missions.    
 
NUMBER SEVEN. Jones High School, a historic institution in this community, deeply beloved by 
its alumni, posted academic results that made headlines and ran as a lead story on the news. 
Eight Orange County high schools raised their school grade last year and 12 raised their 
graduation rate. Jones was one of seven to do both. The Tigers proved success can be achieved 
with tenacity and commitment to learning.  
 
Ninety-three point seven percent of the Jones seniors graduated last year, and they earned their 
first ever “B” grade from the state of Florida. After a sad and too-long period of 
underachievement, it is no exaggeration to say that what the teachers, students, parents, and 
alumni of Jones High School have accomplished these past four years is nothing short of 
remarkable. I’d like to introduce the principal who brought Jones to new heights – Dr. Bridget 
Williams, who will now help me improve other high schools as an associate superintendent on 
my cabinet.  
 
NUMBER SIX. It’s not new but it’s a proven success. You’ve all heard of leadership programs put 
on by chambers of commerce. Well, our School Board sought to engage more members of the 
community and show them every facet of the school system, with behind-the-scenes tours, 
hands-on demonstrations, student interaction, and quality time with the experts in their fields.  
 
Twenty-nine citizens came together last September to form our inaugural class of Leadership 
Orange, meeting monthly for eight months. This evening, they will graduate at the School 
Board’s quarterly recognition meeting. Each one of them is much more informed, and prepared 
to speak intelligently on the merits and challenges of public school education. We commend the 
class for their participation and I would ask that any class members here this morning stand to 
be recognized.  
 
If any of you would like to join Class Two of Leadership Orange, starting in September, there are 
information cards on your table. Don’t delay - we had to turn some people away last summer. 
 
NUMBER FIVE. We are proud to announce that we opened or completed the renovation of no 
less than 13 schools this year. We are proud to point out that each and every school shown to 
you behind me opened on time and opened a collective $22 million dollars under budget. We 
did that through focused value-engineering, applying lessons-learned cost-saving strategies and 
invaluable oversight by our COVE Committee of community construction and accounting 
experts.  
 
NUMBER FOUR. After 37 years of operating under a federal desegregation order, this district 
achieved unitary status, meaning that we no longer operate under federal court oversight. In 
return we have committed to preserving the diversity of our student populations, the equality of 
their facilities, and ensuring equal access to advanced classes and extracurricular activities for 
not only our minority students, but for all students, who come from 212 nationalities and speak 



162 different languages and dialects. Yes, Orange County has gone global. 
 
NUMBER THREE. Our District graduation rate this year hit an all-time high of 79%, exceeding the 
tougher standard of the National Governors Association. We have come up a whopping 29.5 
percentage points since 2000 when we didn’t even graduate half our seniors.  
 
And, while 79 percent does not sound that spectacular, remember this:  Our 19 traditional K-12 
high schools – which do not include charter and alternative schools – posted an average 
graduation rate of 87.4 percent, with five high schools above 90 percent.   
 
NUMBER TWO. The voters and citizens of Orange County approved a one-mill, four-year 
property tax referendum which helps us preserve academic programs, retain highly qualified 
teachers, and protect arts and athletic programs. With foresight and strategic thinking by our 
courageous school board, they put it out there and the voters responded with a Yes vote for 
public education. Hallelujah!   
 
The $83 million we expect the one mill will bring in means our district avoided drastic program 
reductions this year. That’s not to say we’re out of the woods next year when the federal jobs 
grant funding ends, but, thanks to the trust you have put in Orange County Public Schools, we 
can continue to move forward on our path to excellence, even as other Florida urban districts 
and many neighboring counties struggle to keep the lights on. Thank you! 
 
NUMBER ONE! The Florida Department of Education has named us an “A” rated District not 
once, not twice, but three years in a row. More importantly, though, is how far we have come. 
In 2002, many public schools in Orange County had far too much upside in front of them. Of the 
district’s 138 schools, 10 were “F” schools, six were “D” schools, and another 53 were “C” 
schools. Only 40 of the district’s schools were “A” schools - less than 30%. Even more visible was 
the fact that only one of the district’s 12 high schools was a high-performing “A” or “B” school. 
 
Today, a short nine years later, OCPS has none – as in zero - “F” schools [pause for possible 
applause] and only six “D” schools. On the high-performing side, 104 of the district’s 176 graded 
schools are rated as “A” schools. That’s 59 percent. When “B” schools are added in, totaling 142, 
fully 81 percent of the district’s schools are high-performing. And 12 of them are among our 19 
district high schools too. 
 
The “A” rating and school grades represent more than can be covered in this morning’s 
gathering. They represent raising expectations for all learning groups. They represent a laser-like 
focus on classroom excellence. They represent increasing the rigor at all grade levels, especially 
among learners who previously were not full participants. They represent a school board that 
made academic excellence and community engagement a priority. They represent a supportive 
community like you.  
 
Our teachers and support personnel make all this possible. It is they who ensure that each and 
every day our children receive a high-quality education, a nutritious meal, and a safe, clean 
environment in which to learn. I'm proud of all our staff, and two of our best are with us today:  
2012 Teacher of the Year Renee Burke, a Journalism teacher at Boone H.S.; and 2011 Support 
Person of the Year, Meltonia Presley, a paraprofessional at Pineloch Elementary.  Ladies, would 
you please stand to be recognized. 



 
So, Mr. Chairman, in summary, our Top Ten list is impressive. We can point to rigorous 
standards and curriculum. We can look at our strategic plan and tell you when it is working, or 
where we need to put more emphasis.  
 
Our operations are efficient and we are the third leanest district among 67 in Florida, when it 
comes to per-student spending on administrative expenses. We are getting it done with fewer 
resources. Why? Because our children deserve our best efforts, regardless of the situation. So I 
appreciate this opportunity to share with you just a sample of the good news about Orange 
County Public Schools and look forward to more good news in the year ahead. 
 
With that, Chair Sublette, I turn it back over to you. 
 
SUBLETTE: 
Not so fast Superintendent Blocker. In your typically modest fashion you have left off an 
accomplishment that belongs at the top of our Top Ten list. Superintendent Ron Blocker is the 
reigning 2011 Florida Superintendent of the Year. Please join me in giving Superintendent 
Blocker a round of applause for all he has done as our Superintendent these past 11 years. 
 
We have come far since Ron Blocker became Superintendent, but our journey is not over and, as 
I mentioned earlier, we face significant challenges, and opportunities, in the year ahead. 
 
Funding: 
Our biggest challenge will be meeting our budget needs. Notwithstanding the trust our 
community has placed in Orange County Public Schools with its passage of the one-mill local 
referendum, we still face significant funding shortfalls. Over the past four years, our per-student 
funding has dropped by $1,074 per student, a 15% drop. 
 
Despite the state’s budget woes, we have made great strides in the quality of public education 
in Florida. Recently Florida’s public schools were ranked 5th in the nation among all 50 states 
and the District of Columbia by Education Week, up from 31st only four years ago.   
 
By virtually every measure and grade given by every organization which measures quality, 
Florida’s public schools system is rapidly becoming one of the best in the country.  But we 
cannot afford to slide backward after having made so much progress. 
 
While the one-mill local-option tax helps immensely, it is a stop-gap measure that will expire in 
four short years. We need you to let your legislators know that education funding is your top 
priority; otherwise, the magnificent gains Florida has made in academic achievement will rapidly 
begin to slide. 
 
Superintendent Search: 
We are losing our Superintendent to retirement after this next year. For 11 years Ron Blocker 
has provided a steady hand at the tiller, giving us continuity, constancy, and an overriding focus 
on academic achievement.  
 
We are embarking upon a search for a new Superintendent, and over the coming year we will be 
reaching out to you for help in the search through a series of town hall meetings and a Search 



Advisory Committee made up of 24 citizens and community leaders. Please help us hire an 
individual who will keep us focused on academic achievement and job readiness. 
 
Philanthropic Strategic Plan & Business Summit: 
We aspire to be the top producer of successful students in America. But we cannot achieve such 
a lofty goal on our own.  
 
We already get tremendous support from this community, but it is fragmented and 
uncoordinated. Over the past seven months alone I have been approached by City Year, Teach 
for America, Nemours Bright Start, Learning for Life, and a host of other organizations, all with 
fine programs to help us achieve learning gains.  We need a philanthropic strategic plan that we 
can take to our friends in the business community as we seek funding for the programs we need 
in our schools.  
 
I am working with the Foundation for Orange County Public Schools to bring all our 
philanthropic funding together under one roof, with the goal of inviting our business community 
to a Business Summit before the end of the year.  The purpose of our business summit will be to 
unveil a strategic plan for our philanthropic efforts and, ultimately, to create an Orange 
Educational Partnership made up of those companies and individuals willing to fund a 
philanthropic strategic plan. 
 
Merit Pay: 
Merit pay for teachers has now become a reality. We have a wonderful working relationship 
with our classroom teachers. The implementation of merit pay will no doubt test the strength of 
that relationship.  
 
When I was elected I found great disparities in our teacher pay system. For example, a teacher 
entering her 5th year will receive a less than 1% raise, whereas a teacher entering her 19th year 
will receive a 7% raise. Think of the message that sent to a talented young teacher. This year we 
were able to begin to level out our pay scale in preparation for the implementation of merit pay. 
Over the next few months we will work to implement a merit pay plan which truly rewards 
excellence in teaching.  
 
Construction Program: 
You heard the good news. Last year we opened 13 schools on time and $22 million under 
budget.  However, our construction program is by no means perfect. As it stands now, we 
project that we will only be able to complete 91 of the originally projected 136 renovation 
projects.  The local-option sales tax, which makes our ongoing school construction and 
renovation program, expires in 4½ years, and we just received an audit critical of program 
coordination and oversight.  
 
The Superintendent and Board have taken steps to address our shortfalls pointed out by the 
audit. We have hired a new Chief Facilities Officer and we are in the process of implementing 
the audit’s primary recommendations.  You have our word that we will do everything in our 
power to gain your confidence and trust in our construction program over the next year. 
   
Lobbying & Ethics Reform: 
As part of that effort to maintain your trust in OCPS, we have embarked upon a major rewrite of 



our lobbying and ethics rules, not just for Board members, but also for staff. When I took office 
six months ago I was startled to find that there was just one registered lobbyist with OCPS, 
notwithstanding the fact that lobbyist registration has been required for years.  I am lobbied 
weekly on school district issues by countless business representatives.  In addition, the rules 
surrounding our procurement processes are often confusing and ambiguous.  By the time we 
are done this summer we will have adopted comprehensive lobbying and ethics policies so that 
the public, our vendors, our staff, and our Board all have a clear understanding of our ethical 
rules.  
 
Student Health: 
Because of budget woes, only 96 of our 180+ schools have a licensed, certified nurse in them.  
Having a cohesive wellness plan for our high-poverty students and access to a licensed, certified 
nurse for our students, regardless of income, is a priority of mine. We already have wonderful 
community partners in the HealthCentral Foundation and the Winter Park Health Foundation 
who combined provide nurses for 31 of our schools. In the next few months I will be calling 
together our community’s major hospital and health care providers to ask for their help in 
making sure every one of our students has access to a licensed nurse while in school. 
 
Urban School Initiative:  
During my campaign for School Board Chair I spoke constantly about my passion for preserving 
neighborhood schools and of my hope that we will collaborate with local governments, the non-
profit sector, and institutions of higher learning.  As we become a more urban community with a 
higher population density and less land, we will need to build environmentally friendly schools 
on smaller urban footprints. 
 
We also need to be innovative in our approaches to education.  It has long bothered me that we 
have one of the best Colleges of Education in the state right here in our backyard at UCF, but we 
don’t have what FAU, FSU, FAMU, and UF all have in their communities, a laboratory school. I 
hope to be able to report back to you next year on having made substantial progress toward 
creating such a model urban laboratory school here in Orange County. 
 
Measurable Benchmarks: 
I have given you much to ponder and digest this morning, and virtually all I have spoken of will 
require a true commitment by our community toward creating the preeminent urban school 
system in the United States. 
 
If we are to ask for your help in the coming years, you deserve to ask us to earn your trust. One 
way for you to measure our progress is to set clearly defined, measurable benchmarks so you 
may measure our progress over the next four years. Each of the benchmarks chosen was chosen 
because each represents a key measure of educational progress by which school districts are 
judged.  In closing today I would like to set forth five such benchmarks. 
 
(1) School Grades 
You heard Superintendent Blocker speak earlier of the impressive progress we have made over 
the past nine years on our school grades. Regardless of their popularity, school grades are here 
to stay for the foreseeable future. Our reputation as a school district is shaped, more than 
anything else, by our school grades. 
 



We had six “D” schools last year. Four of those were high schools, which equates to one out of 
five OCPS high schools. I speak for our entire Board and administration when I say that is six too 
many. At our direction the principals of those six “D” schools have put in place school 
improvement plans. Thus, the first metric I will ask you to measure us by is that of not having a 
single “D” or “F” school among the district’s 180 public schools.   
 
(2)  At Grade-Level 10th Grade Readers 
 
OCPS and Florida have made great strides in our reading scores. We are one of only four states 
in the nation to improve significantly in both fourth and eighth-grade NAEP reading scores. 
 
Notwithstanding our gains, we continue to struggle with our high school reading scores with 
only 37% of 10th graders reading at grade level. FCAT scores make up 50% of a high school’s 
grade. If we can fix our high school reading scores we will go a long way toward fixing our high 
school scores.  
 
Thus, the 2nd metric will be that 50% of all Orange County 10th graders will earn a grade-level 
score of 3 or higher on the FCAT. 
 
(3) Closing the Minority Achievement Gap 
 
All children, regardless of race or socioeconomic status, deserve a high-quality education. Today, 
76% of all OCPS white students read at grade level, whereas only 56% of Hispanic students, and 
46% of African American students, read at grade level. Five years ago our goal was to close that 
gap by 10 percentage points for each group of minority students, something we have been 
unable to accomplish.  
 
Thus, the third metric I will ask you to measure us by is for us to meet our goal of reducing our 
minority achievement gaps by 10%.  
 
(4) Career and Technical Education Program Completion Rates 
 
OCPS is the primary provider of vocational and technical education in Orange County. Seventy-
four percent of Orange County’s population has no college diploma, and this segment of our 
community depends upon us for workforce training. 
 
Currently, our Career and Technical Education program completion rates for high school 
students stands at 74%. Our goal is to increase our program completion rate by 10 percentage 
points.  
 
Thus, the fourth metric I will ask you to measure us by is for us to increase our Career and 
Technical Education program completion rate for high school students to 84%. 
 
(5) Graduation Rate 
The last metric I will ask you to measure us by is our graduation rate. The graduation rate is now 
a key component of a high school’s grade.  Our current graduation rate is 79%. 
 
Beyond the graduation rate as just another abstract number in our primary mission is preparing 



students for life and giving them the tools to succeed in life.  I believe we have failed every 
student who leaves OCPS without a high school diploma. 
 
Thus, the fifth and final metric I will ask you to measure us by is for us to achieve our graduation 
rate goal of 90%. 
 
Thus, the five metrics by which to evaluate our progress are:  
1. No "D" or "F" schools 
2. 50% of 10th graders reading at grade level 
3. Reduce minority achievement gaps by 10% 
4. Increase CTE completion to 84% 
5. A graduation rate of 90% 
  
Closing: 
Allow me to close by saying thank you for coming this morning. Thank you for caring about the 
quality of public education in Orange County. Thank you for your commitment to Orange County 
Public Schools.  
  
I view this as the beginning of our journey together. We intend to engage our community as it 
has never been engaged before. You are our partners, and as with any partnership, we value 
your input, your suggestions, and your constructive criticisms. We are a very good public school 
district, but we are on the cusp of becoming one of the truly great public school districts in 
America. With your continued help and with the trust and engagement of our entire 
community, I have no doubt that we will become the premier school district in America.  
 
Have a wonderful morning, and as a final treat for you as you leave, please enjoy the talents of 
the Dr. Phillips High School Women’s Chorus.   


