
  

 2012 State of the Schools 
 
Chair Sublette 
 
I. The Changing Face of Public Education 
 
a. Choice... 
 
Thirty years ago if a poor working mom of a young girl attending a struggling school was unhappy with her 
daughter’s education she had one simple choice available to her.  Keep her in public school and hope for the 
best, or enroll her in private school and figure out how to come up with private school tuition.  In other 
words, she had no real choice at all. 
 
Fast forward to today.  That same girl is now a mother herself unhappy with her son’s education.  No longer 
does she have to choose between the neighborhood school and paying tuition. Now she can enroll her son in 
a charter school.  She can transfer him to a different public school.  She can home school him.  She can send 
him to a magnet school.  She can enroll him in virtual education.  Or she can apply for a corporate tax 
scholarship voucher and use it to pay his private school tuition.  
 
b. The Numbers on Choice: 
 
Allow me to put the issue in perspective.  This year, out of 180,000 students in Orange County Public 
Schools, 25,800 were eligible for a No Child Left Behind transfer to another public school, 15,300 were 
eligible for a Florida Opportunity Scholarship transfer, 24,000 were eligible for a McKay Scholarship 
voucher, 116,314 were eligible for a Corporate Tax Scholarship voucher, and all 180,000 were eligible to 
attend any one of Orange County’s 35 magnet programs, 30 charter schools, to enroll in virtual school, or be 
home schooled. 
 
Many of these programs are controversial.  But they exist, they are not going away, and of one thing I am 
sure. We must compete for students as we have never competed before in the history of American public 
education or we will lose the battle to save the neighborhood school. 

 
c. Why It Matters: 
 
Why, you may ask, does any of this matter? 
  
It matter because we’ve invested billions of our tax dollars in our public school infrastructure.  If our 
neighborhood schools cannot compete they will be closed. And declining enrollment makes it too expensive 
to keep them open. We’re already seeing this happen in neighboring counties. 
 
It matters because the quality of a community’s public schools are critical to its quality of life, are crucial to 
economic development, and have a tremendous influence on local property values. 

 
It matters because we all care about the quality of our children’s education.  We can control that quality in 



our public schools.  We have virtually no control over the quality of private schools, charters schools, or on-
line education providers.   
 

You should know that the quality of many of those other providers is spotty at best.  For example, 
only 20 percent of Orange County’s charter schools received an A or B grade from the State, 
compared to 76 percent of our traditional public schools.  Two of our three F schools were charters, 
and 70 percent of our charter schools received no letter grade at all, making it impossible to measure 
their quality. 
   
So when you think about it, we have a very real interest in making sure our traditional neighborhood 
school competes. 
 
d. How We Compete: 
 
Which leads to the question, how do we compete?  This question, more than any other, will 
determine the future of public education. 
 
We begin by treating parents as valued customers.  We no longer have a monopoly and dissatisfied 
parents are simply going to vote with their feet and abandon the neighborhood school. 
 
As customers we respond promptly to parental concerns. We are flexible when it comes to 
accommodating work schedules.  We promptly schedule conferences when asked to meet.  That 
doesn’t mean we always do what a parent asks, especially if not in the best interest of the child.  But 
it does mean that we recognize that impassioned parents are not the problem in public education.  
The problem is dispassionate parents who do not care.  
 
We compete by recognizing that the key to a great school is pride.  Not just student pride, but 
parental pride.  Parental pride is created by involving parents in the life of the school.  My wife 
Suzie and I are spoiled.  Our children go to a great public school where on any given day I can take 
you on a tour and you will see parents at work in the classrooms, the lunchroom, and the library.  We 
need to make sure every school welcomes, and encourages, parental involvement in the daily life of 
the school.  
 
We compete by innovating.  Recently U.S. News & World Report ranked the nation’s public high 
schools and came up with a “Best of 2012" list.  The top 10 Florida schools on the list had one thing 
in common: none were traditionally-zoned schools required to take all students.  Each was a magnet, 
a school of choice, or a school with admission or audition requirements. For example, one was a 
Design & Architecture school.  One an all girls Preparatory Academy.  One a School of the Arts.  
One an International Studies High School.  Two were rigorous college preparatory schools for gifted 
students. 
 
Increasingly parents are using choice to get a specialized education for their child.  In Orange 
County, we are doing a good job with our 35 magnet programs, but our magnets are all traditionally- 
zoned schools.  We need to explore creating zoneless specialty schools with rigorous admission 
requirements.  For example, we need a dedicated college preparatory school for academically gifted 
students. We need a high-end career and technical education academy with an effective job 



placement program.  We need regional K-12 language academies with progressive fluency 
requirements.  And we need a dedicated performing arts school which partners with our preeminent 
arts and entertainment organizations, and acts as a feeder into an arts career. 
Finally, we compete by convincing you, the public, that we are delivering a high quality education to 
our community’s children, that we are operating efficiently, and that we are wisely spending your 
tax dollars. And that is one purpose of today, so please allow me to invite Florida’s reigning 
Superintendent of the Year, Ronald Blocker, to the podium, to share with you some of our highlights 
of the past year. 
 
II. The Year in Review    
 
Supt. Blocker 
 
a. Academic / Athletic / Arts Achievements: 
 
Thank you Chairman Sublette.  This year we’d like to share not just our academic successes, but 
how we’re being wise stewards of your tax dollars. 
 
First, and always foremost, though, academics!   
 
I am most proud of our graduation rate this year which hit record levels.  But I promised the Chair I 
wouldn’t steal his thunder on that metric, so I’m going to leave it to him to talk about that.  I will tell 
you, though, how thrilling it was this past Tuesday night when the School Board recognized a group 
we call the Super Scholars. From among 10,000 or so graduating seniors, nearly 100 of our best and 
brightest were on hand. They are the true one percent.  Nearly all of them had been offered 
admission to one or more elite universities around the world, as ranked by U.S. News and World 
Report.  Harvard, Yale, MIT, Cal Tech, West Point, Duke (one of my favorites), and Notre Dame, to 
name just a few. 
 
Something we don’t talk about enough is how proud we are of the increased academic rigor of our 
schools.  Only 5 short years ago, only 15 percent of our students enrolled in college level Advanced 
Placement course work.  Last year 26 percent of our students took at least one AP course.  We are 
particularly proud of the fact that there has been an increase of 954 percent of our Hispanic students 
taking AP courses over the past decade.  Participation in Honors courses over that same span of time 
has become the norm, not the exception.  Our students are truly getting a more rigorous education 
today than their older brothers or sisters did, to say nothing of their parents. 
 
Our teachers are the reason for our academic successes, and before I move on I would like to 
recognize our reigning teacher of the year, Mr. Tesfa Wondemagegnehu (Wan-Dim-Og-Nee-You), 
Mr. Won, please stand! Also, any classroom teachers here with us today, please stand and allow us 
to recognize you with Mr. Won.  
 
b. Operational Achievements & Efficiencies: 
 
While academics is our core mission and is what all other aspects of our operation supports, you 
recently entrusted us with an additional 1 mill property tax for our operations, and 10 years ago you 



entrusted us with a half-cent sales tax to renovate our facilities.  We want you to know that we are 
being thrifty, efficient stewards of your tax dollars. 
 
A recent report from the Florida Department of Education listed Orange County Public Schools as 
having the lowest administrative costs among all 67 districts in Florida. This is a result of our 
ongoing efforts to use business efficiencies to increase resources to our schools and programs.  For 
example, the recent reorganization of our Supply Center operation has enabled us to save schools an 
average of 43 percent of retail cost through the use of bulk buying and economies of scale. In the 
second quarter of this year alone, our Supply Center saved the taxpayers $550,402.  Those dollars go 
straight to the classroom!  We saved another $1.3 million this year by re-using almost 60 percent of 
surplus supplies at other OCPS schools instead of purchasing new items! 
 
We have also taken a more aggressive approach toward our procurement practices through increased 
competitive bidding and negotiations. Through greater competition we’ve already saved $10.2 
million on supplies this year alone. 
 
We are especially proud of our nationally-recognized Food Services Division for being innovative in 
delivering tasteful, nutritious fare while maintaining an admirable bottom line. I inherited a food 
service budget that was regularly in the red.  I now oversee a budget that is regularly, and 
significantly, in the black. We did this by following best practices and listening to our customers, the 
students.  Take a look at this video clip of our annual Food Show in which hundreds of students are 
able to taste test new foods and determine which healthy foods will be put on the menu.  
 
We are the largest transportation provider in Central Florida, with 68,000 students transported daily. 
 Through scheduling efficiencies we’ve been able to reduce our fleet by 319 buses in recent years, 
selling our surplus buses for a taxpayer profit of $2 million.  This past year alone our transportation 
department saved the taxpayers another $8.4 million in annual labor costs by utilizing a dedicated 
pool of relief drivers and by reorganizing the department’s management and staff. 
 
Let me close by talking about our biggest capital expenditure, our ongoing $3 billion facilities 
renovation program.  In his speech last year, Chairman Sublette told you we would do everything in 
our power to gain your confidence and trust in our construction program. 
 
Since the completion of our outside audit last year we have brought in an entirely new management 
team. We have reorganized the facilities division; instituted reforms called for by the audit, and 
developed an aggressive plan to drive down costs.  As part of this initiative we have come up with 
new prototype school designs that will save taxpayers $2 million or more on a typical elementary. 
 
We are also challenging policies that drive up construction costs. With the board’s support and the 
public’s understanding, we will be building schools on smaller parcels of land and developing 
methods to effectively utilize under capacity schools and achieve the most efficient use of all of our 
facilities. We will stretch your dollar. I cannot tell you we will be able to afford to renovate all 132 
schools on the original sales tax list before the tax expires, but I can tell you due to these initiatives 
we will certainly renovate more than the 91 schools projected last year. 
 



Chair Sublette: 
 
Thank you Superintendent Blocker.  In the immortal words of Bill and Ted, that was most excellent. 
 
D. Major Initiatives: 
 
As you can tell, we’ve had a very busy year and we’ve only touched upon a few of the many 
academic and operational highlights of the past year.  Before we move on, however, I would like to 
make you aware of three major initiatives in our inner city schools.  I point out these initiatives 
because whether it is fair or not, a District’s reputation is largely defined by how its inner-city 
schools perform.   
 
Evans Community School - City Year 
 
You hear a lot about the minority achievement gap, but I believe we should be equally concerned 
with what I call the socio-economic gap, the widening achievement gap between poor children and 
middle class children. 
 
Over the last 30 years the gap between national mathematics scores of children from high and low 
income families grew by a third. Over the last 20 years the college graduation rate of affluent 
children increased five-fold over that of poor children. Why is that? 
 
Partly it is due to the education attainment level of their parents; but it is also due to the widening 
resource gap between high and low-income families. Did you know that middle-class families spend 
an average of $7,500 more per year than poor families on music lessons, travel, summer camps, and 
other enrichment activities, and that from when a child is born until age 6, higher-income families 
spend 1,300 more hours in novel places - - camps, museums, theaters, and other cities, states, and 
countries.  A child’s early childhood experiences are critical to comprehension and later academic 
success.  
 
We’re working hard to bridge the socio-economic gap.  At Evans High School this year we opened 
Florida’s first Community Service Model School in partnership with UCF’s School of Health, and 
the Children’s Home Society.  A Community School is an extended-service school.  In addition to 
providing Evans students with high-quality academic programs, we will also provide them with 
health and mental health services, and enrichment activities.  The school will operate year-round, 
including evenings and Saturdays, and it will be a community center for adult-education and social 
service programs.  With us today are two of our partners in this endeavor, Dean Frumkin and Nancy 
Ellis from the UCF School of Health, and Dave Bundy from the Children’s Home Society.  Please 
stand and allow us to publicly thank you! 
 
At Oak Ridge High School we’ve invited the nationally- acclaimed AmeriCorps program, City Year, 
into the school.  City Year will deploy 50 AmeriCorps members, all recent college graduates and 
easily identified by their distinctive red jackets, to Oak Ridge and its feeder schools to provide 
support for students at risk of dropping out.  We’re joined by a City Year member today, Mickkell 
Moore.  Mickkell please stand for a moment.  Mick – kell’s goal is to graduate kids on time and 
keep them on a college and career readiness path by monitoring their behavior and attendance.  For 



example, if Johnny doesn’t show up at school by 8 a.m., Mickkell is on the telephone with his 
mother asking why.  If he is struggling in a subject he will tutor him in it.  And if he has personal 
issues, Mickkell will seek professional help. And it works. Studies have shown City Year decreases 
by half the number of chronically-absent students and improves literacy scores by 90 percent.  We 
hope for similar results. 
 
Oak Ridge High School will also house the “first in the country” Junior Achievement Academy 
magnet program.  Students in the academy will get enhanced tutoring and academic enrichment 
programs and their education will focus on financial literacy and entrepreneurship.  We’re joined 
today by Ms. Renee Jaggie (Jag – eee), Senior Program Director from Junior Achievement, and I’d 
like to ask her to stand so we can recognize her.  Thank you, Junior Achievement. 
 
III. Progress on Benchmarks 
 
I spoke of competing earlier and pointed out one way we compete is to make sure the public knows 
of our accomplishments.  We also compete by being honest and objective about the quality of our 
product and the progress we are making.  
 
Last year I set forth five clearly defined, measurable benchmarks for you to measure our progress. 
Each measure was chosen because it represents a key metric by which school systems are judged.  
As promised, I am here to report back to you on how we were doing. 
 
a. School Grades: 
 
The first metric I asked you to measure us by is that of not having a single D or F school among the 
Districts traditional public schools.  You can see from the chart on the screen that we have fewer A 
and B schools this year than last year, the same number of D schools, and added an F school.  The 
Board and Superintendent have made clear that it is unacceptable for us to have a single D or F 
school, and this year we clearly we took a step backward, albeit a small step, on our school grades.   
While we are not happy with the lack of progress on our grades, I will say that every one of last 
year’s D schools raised their grade to a C or B, and one, Rosemont Elementary, rocketed all the way 
to an A.   
 
I must also say that we are extremely proud of our high school grades. Can I have any high school 
principals or assistant principals with us today please stand?  I asked them to stand because last year 
four of our six D’s were from our hard to improve high schools.  This year 16 of our 19 high schools 
received an A or B and none received a grade lower than a C. You guys rock! 
 
Unfortunately, our school grades will get worse this summer with the advent of new FCAT cut 
scores.  Even if our students get the same exact score this year as last, we project that we will have 
14 F schools and 28 D schools due to the new FCAT grading system introduced in March. So when 
you hear over the summer that our school grades have dropped, please keep in mind that our actual 
test scores have not dropped, but that the goal line was moved on us halfway through the game. 
 



B.  At Grade Level 10th Grade Readers: 
 
The 2nd metric I asked you to measure us by was that 50 percent of all Orange County 10th graders 
would read at grade level.  On this metric the FCAT scoring changes worked to our benefit, but 
nonetheless we were excited to find out Friday that our passing rate rose by 13 points and that 49 
percent of our 10th graders now read at grade level, up from 36 percent last year.  Again, high school 
principals, you guys rock! 
  
c. Closing the Minority Achievement Gap: 
 
All children, regardless of race or socio-economic status, deserve a high quality education.  Our goal 
is to close our minority achievement gaps on the FCAT reading examination by 10 percentage points 
for our minority populations.  I wish I could report to you that we have made progress, but we have 
not.  In fact, our minority achievement gap has only grown.  African-Americans reading at grade 
trail white students by 31 percentage points, and Hispanics trail by 22 percentage points.  If we truly 
aspire to be a leading urban school district in America we have got to do a better job teaching our 
Hispanic and African-American children to read. 
 
d. Career and Technical Education Program Completion Rates: 
 
OCPS is the primary provider of vocational and technical education in Orange County. 74 percent of 
our population has no college diploma, and this segment of our community depends upon us for 
workforce training.  Last year our vocational program completion rate for high school students stood 
at 74 percent.  Our goal is to increase that completion rate by 10 percentage points, and this year I 
am proud to say that our high school vocational program completion rate stands at 76 percent. 
 
e. Graduation Rate: 
 
The last metric I asked you to measure us by is the most important measure, our graduation rate.  
Our goal is to graduate 90 percent of our students and I have great news to report on this measure.  
Twelve years ago when Ronald Blocker became Superintendent our graduation rate was 49 percent. 
 This year our graduation rate rose to 80 percent, and if charters are taken out of the equation and 
only our 19 traditional public high schools are counted our graduation rate rose to an all-time high of 
91 percent!  Superintendent Blocker, you rock! 
 
IV. New Superintendent Introduction and “Passing of the Pencil” 
 
A. Superintendent Blocker’s Retirement: 
 
We are making progress, but we still have far to go in our journey to excellence.  Our journey will 
be led by a new Superintendent for the first time in 12 years because Superintendent Blocker is 
retiring after 35 years of service to the children of Orange County. 
 
Recently we honored Superintendent Blocker upon his retirement, and we’d like to show you a short 
clip of his retirement dinner. 
 



c. Introduction of Dr. Barbara Jenkins: 
 
Ronald Blocker has left some big shoes to fill.  After a nationwide search, we decided to stay home 
and fill Ron Blocker’s wing tips with the high heels of Dr. Barbara Jenkins.  I’d like to introduce her 
to you this morning.  First, though, I’d like to invite Superintendent Blocker back up to the podium.   
Now many of you know I come from the world of law and politics.  In those professions, we pass the 
gavel from one leader to the next.  In city politics, the key to the city is passed.  In the military, the 
regimental colors are passed.  Here at Orange County Public Schools we simply pass the pencil.  
And, boy, do we have a pencil to pass! 
 
Dr. Jenkins will you join us at the podium please so we can give you this hunk of graphite?  With the 
work you have in front of you, you’re going to need all five feet of it! 
 
Dr. Barbara Jenkins grew up right here in Orange County, Florida, graduating from Winter Park 
High School and receiving her undergraduate and graduate degrees from UCF.  After working as a 
classroom teacher, principal, and senior director for Orange County’s elementary schools, she 
broadened her horizons by spending eight years with Charlotte-Mecklenburg County Schools, where 
she served as Assistant Superintendent. Dr. Jenkins graduated from the elite Broad Urban 
Superintendent’s Academy, and today she serves as a Broad fellow.  Six years ago Dr. Jenkins was 
lured back home, first as Chief of Staff and, most recently, as Deputy Superintendent.  After 
conducting a nationwide search, the School Board unanimously selected her as our next 
Superintendent of Schools. 
 
Ladies and gentleman, Dr. Barbara Jenkins, your new Superintendent of Schools! 
 
V. Closing 
 
Thank you, Dr. Jenkins.  It is clear that our journey is not yet over, that we have a way to go as a 
District if we are to become the District we aspire to be.  Many of you in this room are ardent 
supporters of our schools.  We need your continued help and we want to continue this conversation 
with you.   
 
Towards that end I’d like to invite all of our business partners to attend our inaugural Business 
Summit on November 1, 2012 where we will unveil our first ever Philanthropic Strategic Plan, our 
business plan for achieving educational excellence.  The plan will detail the programs, outcome 
measures, and business partners we need to become a great American school district.  Out of that 
Business Summit we will form the Orange Educational Partnership. We’d like you to be a part of the 
Partnership, so please, mark your calendars now for November 1, 2012. Allow me to close by 
thanking you. Thank you for coming this morning.  Thank you for caring about the quality of 
education in Orange County. Thank you for caring about the children of our community. And thank 
you for your support of our schools at the ballot box. 
 
As you leave please enjoy the sounds of the Boone High School Chorus, God bless you and God 
bless the schoolchildren of Orange County. 
 
 


