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Flor ida Prep in Melbour ne

to add ‘21st Century Skills

and Values’ lear ning niche
By Ken Datzman

For the past 25 years, James “Jamie” Dwight has steered Florida

Air Academy as its president, always looking to the future for ways

to better unlock the learning potential of students and prepare them

to prosper in college and to thrive in the 21st century workplace.

He’s led the independent mission–driven school through cycles of

change, which have included the effective adaptation of technology

in the classrooms, and, more broadly, in the hands of its students,

by utilizing personal iPads and other communication tools.

And, years ago, Dwight oversaw the integration of the campus

from male to co–educational, a decision that was long thought about

and discussed before it was implemented at the 54–year–old private

boarding and day school in Melbourne that caters to students in

grades six through 12.

He’s also spearheaded other initiatives that have played a role in

attracting high–achieving students to the institution, which has

seen some of its graduates accepted into Harvard University and

other Ivy League and top–ranked schools in recent years, setting a

new benchmark in that area of personal achievement for its

graduates.

“We have really ramped up our college–placement efforts. Our

new guidance director, Katina Long, has done an exceptional job.

We are doing more to educate families and the parents of students,

particularly our international population, about the different

colleges and universities in the U.S., the scholarships that are

available, and what it takes to get into these schools.”

As Dwight prepares for the 2015–2016 school year, Florida Air

Academy has transitioned to a new name, and much more, as the

school continues to evolve to meet the changing needs in private

education. The institution is now known as Florida Prep, which is

short for Florida Preparatory Academy. The school officially

converted its signage, website, and e–mail address on June 1,

beginning a new era on campus. Florida Prep anticipates an uptick

in enrollment in the years ahead as the name change is expected to

broaden the school’s appeal to families.

“The new name better reflects what we have long been — a

college preparatory school,” said Dwight, who has dedicated his

entire career to education and Florida Prep.

“Along with the name change, we are making some modifica-

tions to our programs. The reaction has been tremendous from the

students, the parents, the teachers, and the alumni.”

As part of the changeover, Florida Prep has made its Air Force

Junior ROTC program optional for students, as it previously was

On June 1, Florida Air Academy in Melbourne officially transitioned to its new name Florida Prep, to better reflect its mission
as a college preparatory institution. Jamie Dwight has led the school as its president for 25 years. The private boarding and
day school continues to evolve under his leadership and will be teaching the ‘21st Century Skills and Values’ program, as
identified by the National Association of Independent Schools. The six components of that initiative include ‘Character,’
‘Real–World Problem–Solving’ and ‘Leadership.’
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required for graduation. “But the values, accountability,

guidance, and the hands–on approach to learning that we

are so proud of, is not changing at all.” Optional flight

training will continue, he added.

Dwight grew up as a youngster on the campus of the

institution that was founded by his father in 1961, the late

educator and aviation enthusiast Jonathon Dwight. He

says his father was inspired by the upstart U.S. Air Force

Academy, which was established in 1954 in Colorado

Springs, Colo. Six years later, Melbourne had its own

scaled, community version of the academy.

Much progress has been made since then, and today

may be the most exciting time in the school’s history.

Florida Prep, clearly looking to the future, will be expand-

ing and adopting the innovative “21st Century Skills and

Values” program of instruction, as identified by the

National Association of Independent Schools, of which

Florida Prep is a member.

The various components will be woven through Florida

Prep’s academics and its extracurricular activities.

Students will learn about the essential skills for success in

today’s world, such as problem–solving, the importance of

communication, and working in a team environment.

Florida Prep plans to build on its solid foundation and

framework with this new undertaking.

The Skills and Values curriculum, designed to enrich

the lives of students, is the result of much influential

research over the years, including the publication of an

article by Dr. Tony Wagner, who at the time was the

co–director of the Change Leadership Group at Harvard

University Graduate School of Education.

Titled “The Global Achievement Gap: Why Even Our

Best Schools Don’t Teach the New Survival Skills Our

Children Need — And What We Can Do About It,” his

article sparked debate among educators. Dr. Wagner is

now the Expert–in–Residence at Harvard’s new Innova-

tion Lab. He’s authored a number of books in his field.

Even before Dr. Wagner’s article was published, Patrick

Bassett, the then–president of the National Association of

Independent Schools, wrote a piece titled “An Education

President for the 21st Century.” That 2008 article cited

“current scholarship on the skills and values that will be

necessary for students to succeed and prosper in these

turbulent and ever–changing times.”

“All of this research pointed to what independent

schools needed in addition to the core academics — such as

biology, physics, chemistry, history, and foreign language

— in order for their students to thrive in the 21st century,”

said Dwight.

“At the top of that list, which is the result of exhaustive

research, is ‘Character.’ And Character covers the areas of

‘self–discipline, empathy, integrity, resilience, and

courage.’ This has long been one of our school’s focuses. So,

in general, the 21st Century Skills and Values program is

a perfect fit for our institution. And we’re excited to be

rolling it out.”

In all, there are six components that make up the Skills

and Values program, one of which is “Real–World Prob-

lem–Solving.” At Florida Prep, that piece will tie together

academics, community projects, and community service.

“The world has plenty of issues that need resolving, and

we look to our kids in the future to solve these problems,

whether it’s pollution or hunger or the need for fresh

water,” said Dwight.

Also on the list of the six Skills and Values is Public

Speaking/Communications, which is often cited in work–

force and human–resource surveys as skills that are

needed to advance up the career ladder.

“No matter which career field you go into, being able to

communicate effectively is critical. The biggest fear for

most of us is not death and taxes, but getting up and

speaking in front of a group. So we are going to be building

that skill into all of our academics, into all of our extracur-

ricular activities and into all the things we do every day at

Florida Prep to help students grow. We want to make sure

our students are equipped with these skills when they

graduate from our institution,” he said.

The three other Skills and Values that comprise the

curriculum are Creativity and Entrepreneurial Spirit;

Teaming; and Leadership, all of which are important to

turning out well–educated students equipped with 21st

century skills.

Florida Prep has recruited longtime educator Tom

Armstrong to head up the school’s 21st Century Skills and

Values program. Armstrong has held a number of high–

level positions in the local education market. His resume

includes leadership positions at Eau Gallie High School

and Melbourne Central Catholic High School. He’s

stepping into a newly created job at Florida Prep.

“Tom is ideally suited to lead this new venture for

Florida Prep. He’s a man of great character. We’re very

pleased to have him come onboard and take charge of this

program,” said Dwight.

Florida Prep’s involvement in teaching skills and

values is timely. A study of nearly 100 countries across a

range of population income levels has revealed large gaps

in students’ skills — not only in areas such as language

arts, mathematics and science, but also in areas such as

critical thinking, problem–solving, creativity, and curios-

ity.

Gaps such as these are clear signs that too many

students are not getting the education they must have to

prosper in the 21st century and that countries are not

finding adequate numbers of the skilled workers they need

to be globally competitive, argues a new report from the

World Economic Forum, written in collaboration with The

Boston Consulting Group.

Fulfilling people’s potential could boost global domestic

gross product by 20 percent, says the World Economic

Forum. The top five economies leveraging their human

capital are Finland, Norway, Switzerland, Canada, and

Japan. The U.S. is 17th in the 2015 World Economic

Forum’s “Human Capital Report.”

Florida Prep is a global institution, with “students from

28 countries. I don’t believe there is another school in

Brevard County or in Central Florida which has this type

of diversity on its campus. We celebrate that, and it’s going

to continue,” said Dwight.

About four years ago, he attended a convention of the

National Association of Independent Schools held in

Boston. The discussion centered on how to bridge and

round out the skill gaps in education that are being talked

about by educators and researchers.

Dwight joined a few thousand educators, including

presidents and administrators, from Hawaii to Canada. “It

was frigid cold that day in Boston,” he said.

The “21st Century Skills and Values” program was

presented at that convention. “The first thing their

research pointed to was Character. And I am sitting there

saying to myself, ‘That’s what we do at Florida Prep. This

is what we’re about.’ And then the discussion shifted to the

other components, Real–World Problem–Solving, Creativ-

ity and Entrepreneurial Spirit, Public Speaking/Communi-

cations, Teaming, and Leadership,” said Dwight.

He added, “I knew then that this was going to be our

next emphasis at the school. And it’s now part of our

mission, part of our vision moving forward. This is in

addition to the other programs we offer, including Ad-

vanced Placement, Dual Enrollment (at Eastern Florida

State College and Florida Tech), and Honor Classes.”

Florida Prep is also putting a renewed emphasis on

clear writing “across the curriculum, in every academic

area. Being able to express yourself in writing is invalu-

able. It will be part of the fabric of everyday life in the

future,” said Dwight.

As his school prepares for the future, Dwight said

another area Florida Prep is looking to develop is com-

puter science. It is working with Codecraft Lab, a nonprofit

organization in the Eau Gallie Arts District of Melbourne

whose mission is to expand participation in computer

science among young people.

Throughout the school year, Codecraft Lab offers

weekly “learn–to–code” labs for youngsters 8 to 17 years

old. Participants get together with like–minded kids and

experience a group setting that is designed to “build

character, foster social connections, and instill life–

enhancing 21st century skills through computer program-

ming education,” according to Codecraft Lab. The

organization’s learning platforms include Scratch, HTML,

JavaScript, and Python.

Codecraft Lab has developed, through its own experi-

ence with young people in the community, a computer

programming game beyond “Mindcraft,” which is a

sophisticated game about placing blocks to build anything

you can imagine.

“Last year at our school, we took part in ‘Hour of Code,’

which was a worldwide event,” said Dwight. “We’re using

Codecraft Lab for our middle–school students, and we’re

also using contacts with UCF, Eastern Florida State

College, Florida Tech, and Full Sail University to enhance

our students’ skills in computer science. Together,

programming, gaming, and 3D printing offer a whole new

horizon that the kids are growing up with. To them, it’s

like running a toaster. This is their world. My 11–year–old

helps me whenever I have a computer issue.”

Millions of students of all ages took part in Hour of

Code last year, a one–hour introduction designed to

demystify computer science and show that anybody can

learn the basics.

“We want to build on our computer science involve-

ment. It’s a work in progress. We have a lot of initiatives

going on right now at Florida Prep and we’re very excited

about the future,” said Dwight.




