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STEM Parent/Student Nights Provide Valuable Information Concerning
STEM Careers, Financial Aid, and College Scholarship Opportunities

The FloridaLearns STEM Scholars Project is funded through the Florida
Department of Education’s Race to the Top award and involves a partnership
among Florida’s three educational consortia, which provide critical educational
support services to Florida’s small and rural school districts. The consortia are
Panhandle Area Educational Consortium (PAEC) in northwest Florida,
Heartland Educational Consortium (HEC) in south central Florida, and North
East Florida Educational Consortium (NEFEC) in the northeast part of the state.
The Project is focused on serving gifted and talented students in grades 9 – 12
who reside in the small and rural school districts served by PAEC, HEC, and
NEFEC. It affords rich opportunities for the participants, including
collaborative problem-solving experiences, leadership development, and
information and experiences which ensure that the students and their families
are well informed about STEM higher education and career options in Florida.
Among the opportunities offered for participants are Parent/Students nights.
Each year two Parent/Student nights are held in numerous regional locations for
the purpose of providing program information and to increase awareness about
STEM careers, scholarship opportunities, course requirements, and other key
topics.
STEM Scholars and their parents met at Madison County High School on
Monday evening, October 21, 2013, along with their STEM mentor teacher and
STEM project staff, to learn about Florida’s college scholarships, student
financial aid programs, and STEM careers. ZOOM interactive
videoconferencing was used to link Madison County attendees with parents,
students, mentor teachers, and STEM professionals from Jefferson and Taylor
Counties. Project personnel Caren Prichard and Anthony Cooley were on site to
lead the meetings in Taylor and Jefferson Counties.
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Almost forty parents
and students
registered their
attendance at the
FloridaLearns
STEM Scholars
Parent and Student
meeting that was
held in Madison.

These STEM Scholars
and their proud moms
are enjoying pizza
while waiting for the
Parent/Student Night
meeting in Madison to
get underway.
Pictured (L-R) are
Debbie Siplin, Faith
Siplin, Bethany
Greenwood, and
Sharon Greenwood.
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After a welcome and introductions by project personnel, the meeting began with
a presentation by Reyonna Parrish, the Outreach Representative for the Florida
Department of Education Office of Student Financial Assistance. Her
presentation included valuable information about the financial aid process, the
three types of financial aid that are available to Florida students, and important
time frames and guidelines. She also shared information about state grants and
scholarships that are available to students.

Project Manager Brenda Crouch welcomed those attending the meeting in
Madison as parents, students, presenters, and STEM project staff from
Jefferson and Taylor Counties joined the meeting remotely using ZOOM
interactive videoconferencing technology.

This was followed by four career presentations from successful STEM
professionals from the area. Perry dentist Ben Morgan and Brad Curry, a
mechanical engineer with Georgia Pacific, both graduated from Taylor County
High School and later returned to their home community to work. Dr. Morgan
spoke to STEM Scholars on the topic of “Are You Interested in Becoming a
Dentist,” and Mr. Curry’s topic was “Are You Interested in Becoming a
Mechanical Engineer?” Both talked about how they became interested in
pursuing their careers and discussed the steps they took to achieve their goals.
Speaking from Taylor County High School, through ZOOM technology they
were able to provide information and then, answer questions from those
attending the Parent/Student Nights being held simultaneously in Madison and
Jefferson Counties.
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The next presenter spoke from the Parent/Student meeting being held in
Jefferson County. A retired military officer who had served our nation in
cybersecurity, Kent T. Watson is now Chief of the JROTC Tiger Battalion at
Jefferson County Middle/High School. In his presentation, “Are You Interested
in a Career in Cybersecurity?” he talked about the importance of this career
field and what is involved in preparing to work in this vital area.
The final presentation came from civil engineers Chrissie and Chris Vandevere,
Project Engineers for ExxonMobil Development Company. They talked about
engineering and global career experiences. Chrissie grew up in Washington
County and graduated from Chipley High School. Her husband Chris grew up
in a small town in Mississippi. Neither dreamed they would end up working in
exotic locations and traveling around the world. The couple met while attending
college at Mississippi State University and after graduating they were hired by
ExxonMobil. As engineers for ExxonMobil for the past seven years, they have
been able to work on the same development projects, and literally travel the
world together. They have lived and worked in Papua New Guinea and
Brisbane, Australia. They are currently located in Houston, Texas.
Comments from those attending the Parent/Student Night in Madison were
unanimously positive. Hunter Burt is a 9th grader at Madison County High
School (MCHS), and is enjoying his first year as a STEM Scholar. He attended
the meeting with his parents, Justin and Christy Burt. Hunter said he was
excited about being in the STEM program, and was looking forward to
upcoming events.

MCHS 9th grader
Hunter Burt is pictured
with his parents, Justin
and Christy Burt.
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MCHS Senior Dalton Raele has been in the STEM program since her
sophomore year. She said, “I really enjoyed the activities we did my
sophomore year. After that I started taking dual enrollment classes, and I
haven’t been able to do many of the activities because of conflicts with my
college schedule. I’m looking forward to participating more this year.” Her
mother expressed special appreciation for the career awareness the students are
receiving through the STEM program. “They’re showing them jobs they might
be interested in. I like that very much.”

Madison County High
School senior Dalton
Raele and her mother
wait for the meeting to
begin.

STEM Scholars Darby Thompson and Faith Siplin spoke about the value of the
Parent/Student Night meeting and about the STEM program in general. Darby
is a senior at MCHS and is entering her third year in STEM. She commented,
“The STEM program is really rewarding. We get to do a lot of hands-on
activities. We’re not just put in a classroom and taught something. On our field
trips we actually do hands-on labs with everything we do, so not only do we see
the information, we actually experience it.” Faith is a MCHS sophomore in her
second year in STEM. She agreed with Darby and added, “I think it’s a great
opportunity to learn about jobs or careers you could have. STEM doesn’t just
focus on one thing, but on a wide variety of jobs. Tonight’s meeting was very
informative.”
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Madison County High School senior Darby Thompson and sophomore Faith
Siplin expressed their appreciation for the FloridaLearns STEM Scholars
Project, and for the information shared at the Parent/Student Night meeting.
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STEM Scholars and Parents at Jefferson County Middle/High School listened intently as
STEM professionals shared insight into their specific careers.

William Carter with his son Anthony Carter, Daniel Dudley with his mom Kay
Dudley and brother Dylan Dudley, and Kaydee Keen met at Taylor County High
School and enjoyed hearing STEM professionals in person and using Zoom
videoconferencing.

Jamaal Hankerson and his mother, came from afterschool activities as
Jamaal has indicated an interest in engineering.

