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Our Lady of Lourdes first in Diocese to earn STREAM accreditation
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By Ken Datzman

Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School in

Melbourne is pacing the Diocese of

Orlando in achieving a benchmark cross–

curriculum credential that is rigorous to

earn and takes an all–around team effort

on behalf of the teachers, students, and

administrators.

The Diocese of Orlando oversees schools

in multiple Central Florida counties,

including Brevard.

Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School,

which educates students from kindergar-

ten through eighth grade, has become the

first institution in the Diocese of Orlando

to receive the prestigious STREAM

accreditation from the Florida Catholic

Conference.

The school officially earned the

accreditation in October, but has been

using the STREAM method for some time,

weaving the subjects through its curricu-

lum.

STREAM is an acronym for Science,

Technology, Religion, Engineering, Arts

and Mathematics. It is an extension of

STEM, as Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic

School has infused Religion across all

subjects and added the Arts.

Based in Tallahassee, the Florida

Catholic Conference is a more than 50–

year–old organization whose roles include

accrediting and ensuring the continual

improvement of Catholic schools in the

state.

Donna Witherspoon is the award–

winning principal at Our Lady of Lourdes

Catholic School. Her school not only fully

met but also exceeded many of the

STREAM accreditation benchmarks.

Since being named to her position eight

years ago, Witherspoon has led her school

to new heights. She has steered new

projects such as the creation of the

Technology Laboratory and the Innova-

tions Laboratory — collaborative learning

environments for students and teachers.

“Donna and her team have done a

tremendous job in moving Our Lady of

Lourdes forward, not only in the area of

STREAM accreditation, but also in the

area of inclusion so that we are reaching

out to all children at various levels,” said

Henry Fortier, superintendent of Catholic

Schools for the Diocese of Orlando, in a

telephone interview from his office in

Orlando.

“An example of inclusion is the

partnership Donna has built with Florida

Tech’s Scott Center for Autism Treatment

and the students there. So she has been a

force in the community, always working to

move the children and the teachers

forward.”

Catholic schools accommodate students

of all backgrounds and have long provided

a well–rounded education to disadvan-

taged families, as well as to all others, he

said.

Witherspoon said she started pursuing

STREAM accreditation for her school two

years ago, at the time the Engineering

Laboratory was completed at Our Lady of

Lourdes.

That laboratory showcases some of the

latest technologies. The students, for

instance, gain hands–on experience in

three–dimensional printing. “Creating the

Engineering Laboratory was in prepara-

tion for our school pursuing STREAM

accreditation,” said Witherspoon.

She said her school was set to have its

first STREAM accreditation visit last

spring, “but it was pushed back because of

the coronavirus pandemic. We had it this

fall. It worked out great. It gave us ample

time to fine–tune the program and take it

to the next level. I think we even surprised

ourselves with how much more we were

able to do with it.”

Early in the accreditation process, she

reached out and enlisted the help of

veteran educator and colleague Rebecca

Booth, a science teacher and the STREAM

coordinator at the more than 65 year–old

school.

“When I decided to go for STREAM

accreditation for the school, the first

person I thought of was Rebecca,” said

Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School in Melbourne is the first school in the Diocese of Orlando to be awarded STREAM accreditation by the Florida
Catholic Conference. The Conference’s roles include accrediting and ensuring the continual improvement of Catholic schools in the state. Donna
Witherspoon, left, is the principal at Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School. Rebecca Booth is a science teacher and the STREAM coordinator. STREAM
is an acronym for Science, Technology, Religion, Engineering, Art and Mathematics. The school has an Innovations Lab, a Science Lab and an
Engineering Lab. Witherspoon’s national honors include having been named one of ‘Top 50 Innovators in Education’ by the Center for Digital Education.
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By Ken Datzman

The visibility of the Brevard Job Link
got a big boost in 2001.

The continuing contraction in the
economy, although a rebound is expected
in 2002, focused a much brighter light on
the importance of the organization and
its mission in the county.

The four full–service, one–stop career
centers in Brevard — from Palm Bay to
Titusville — handled significantly
increased traffic, even catering to people
who have never had a need to tap this
resource before.

“It’s been a great year in that we have
been able to get services out to people
quicker and more efficiently than ever
before,” said Linda South, executive
director of the organization. She added, “I
think a lot more people have come to
understand the value of the rich re-
sources that are available in the Brevard
Job Link centers, not only from a job–
seeker’s standpoint but also from the
employer’s standpoint.”

These information–packed centers
offer a variety of services to job seekers,
businesses and the unemployed. For
instance, there are job referrals, Internet

Brevard Job Link key
resource connecting
firms and job seekers

access to America’s Job Bank and other
employment Web sites, videos, career
guidebooks and an in–depth collection of
periodicals, including “The Wall Street
Journal.”

The centers also have computers
equipped with word–processing software,
fax machines, copiers, laser printers, and
telephones with long–distance access. A
videoconference system is available,
which may be used for conducting
interviews.

Employers, said South, can provide
the Job Link with its openings free of
charge either online, by fax or phone,
visit one of the centers “or they can ask
for a representative to come and see
them at their place of business. We
would like to see every single job order in
Brevard County to be in the Job Link
system, so that we can rapidly match
skill sets. And if we don’t have the match
we’ll use the information to create
education and training opportunities that
are responsive to the need.”

Brevard Job Link is funded through
the Brevard Development Workforce
Board Inc. in Rockledge. It also has been
successful in winning competitive grants

What the Social Security plan would mean to you
By Mary Deibel
Scripps Howard Service

Here’s what to expect if Social
Security is changed so that younger
workers can invest some of their payroll
tax money in private accounts, as
President Bush’s Social Security Com-
mission proposed a few weeks ago.

Current retirees and those nearing
retirement — anyone 55 or older today
— would get Society Security benefits as
promised under the present system.

Workers younger than 55 could put
money into a private account. GOP panel
member and former Congressman Bill
Frenzel calls the Bush Commission’s
three–account alternatives the Free
Lunch, the Blue–Plate Special and the
Subsidized Lunch.

Nothing will happen immediately
since President Bush isn’t expected to
make any recommendations to Congress
until 2003, after the 2002 congressional
elections.

Basic Social Security checks would be
smaller than called for in current law.
Depending on market performance, total
benefits from Social Security plus your
personal account could be higher or
lower.

The commission plans call for extra
tax money of up to $71 billion a year and
require other changes that could raise
income or payroll taxes or raise the
retirement age for future retirees.

Social Security currently collects
enough payroll tax to pay 100 percent of
benefits through 2038 and 73 percent of
benefits thereafter if the system isn’t
changed.

The 16–member panel unanimously
approved these options three weeks ago
to carry out Bush’s campaign pledge to
let younger workers divert some of the
6.2 percent payroll tax they owe on
wages to individual accounts that own
stocks and bonds.

Workers who opted to take part would
choose from the five low–risk funds, one
each for government bonds, corporate
bonds and a stocks–and–bonds mix, plus
two stock–index funds that track the
broader market. Workers could change
their choice once a year and couldn’t
borrow or withdraw money.

l PLAN 1. “Free Lunch” — lets
workers put 2 percentage points of their
6.2 percent payroll tax into a personal
account. Nothing else changes, and

The four full–service one–stop career centers of Brevard Job Link are seeing increased traffic. Linda South,
executive director, said her organization is a rich resource for both the job seeker as well as the employer.
Michael Anderson is associate director. They are at the Melbourne site in Perimeter Center.
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Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School
Continued from page 1

Witherspoon. “She has taught all the

STREAM subjects. Rebecca has an

elementary education certification, a

middle school science certification, and a

master’s degree in educational leadership.”

“But what’s amazing is her energy and

her attitude toward STREAM. It’s

infectious. The teachers rallied around her.

Our teachers are amazing. And we have

amazing kids who are doing some great

things in the classroom,” added

Witherspoon.

Booth joined the faculty of Our Lady of

Lourdes Catholic School in 2016. She

earned her bachelor’s degree in elemen-

tary education from Loyola University in

New Orleans, a private Jesuit institution.

She also has a master’s degree in

educational leadership from Barry

University, a Catholic school with its

flagship campus in Miami. She too is a

“Google Certified Educator.”

Booth met with the teachers at Our

Lady of Lourdes Catholic School and

worked closely with them through the

accreditation process. Booth and her team

assembled a lesson plan to make a “full

connection across the school’s curriculum.”

“Rebecca’s motivation was key to

making this accreditation happen,” said

Witherspoon. “And kudos go to the

teachers. They responded enthusiastically.

Achieving this accreditation was a total

team effort.”

“I give a lot of credit to the teachers at

Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School,” said

Booth. “They jumped right in. The

teachers very much looked forward to

integrating all the subjects throughout the

curriculum. How can we make it so that

every opportunity the teachers have they

can weave STREAM into the curriculum?

The arts we think of as fine arts, but we’re

making sure that every art we can think of

is included in the STREAM lesson plan.

The teachers are making it happen.”

STREAM is a cross–curriculum

experience imbued into campus life and

academics.

Fortier and the other six superinten-

dents of Catholic schools around the state

worked with the Florida Catholic Confer-

ence to outline STREAM accreditation

requirements.

“We wanted it to be something rigorous

to achieve so it would be something of

value,” he said. “The beauty of STREAM is

that is applies Catholic teaching to every

area of academic life.”

The seven Catholic school superinten-

dents set the protocols for the STREAM

accreditation.

“If a school markets itself with this

certification, families can be confident that

it has a significant meaning,” said Fortier.

“It’s not just a particular class, or the

school has reworked a few things. This is a

program that permeates all grade levels in

all subject areas. It has really changed the

way the school educates the child.”

To be considered a STREAM school, the

institution must score a composite average

of 3.0–3.49 on the “Florida Catholic

Conference benchmarks, STREAM

benchmarks, and the observations” part.

“Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School

had among the best scores I have seen in

more than 10 years of working on accredi-

tation,” Joseph Belinski, the Diocese of

Orlando’s school–planning director, told

“Florida Catholic,” a weekly newspaper.

“Not only did the school achieve

STREAM certification, but Our Lady of

Lourdes also had eight scores raised from

a 3 to a 4, spread among the domains of

Mission and Catholic Identity, Governance

and Leadership, and Academic Excel-

lence.”

Students in grades second through

eighth take the TerraNova standardized

tests, which are used by both public and

private schools throughout the nation. The

tests provide comprehensive accountability

information and diagnostic information.

The test scores throughout the Diocese of

Orlando “reflect the excellent academic

program the students are provided.”

The STREAM instruction includes

“inquiry–based and project–based

learning,” said Witherspoon. “Cross–

curriculum projects are used by every

teacher. And that’s the key. It has to be

every teacher participating, from grade

three through grade eight.”

“I like the way the STREAM initiative

challenges the mind,” said Booth. “A lot of

times the kids don’t necessarily realize

they are engaging in STREAM education.

They just know they are enjoying the way

they are learning.”

The students have a lot of opportunities

for hands–on learning. In addition to

working on large–screen computers,

students write on glass walls to work out

and solve assignments with their groups.

Many different applications are at the

students’ disposal allowing for research,

mathematics, science exploration, and

much more. This is all made possible

through the school’s cutting–edge laborato-

ries.

Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School

has an Engineering Laboratory, a Science

Laboratory, and an Innovations Labora-

tory.

The school continues to diligently

maintain the protocols that enable the

majority of the students to learn in–

person.

Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School

also has a classroom that includes an

aquaponics garden fertilized by tilapia. A

multi–space fine arts room and a parish

hall “facilitate all modalities of learning.”

The garden classroom stands on a lot

the size of a house. Each class is assigned

a vegetable. Flowers and herbs flourish in

and around a plant bed near broccoli,

carrots, and Brussels sprouts.

The STREAM accreditation earned by

Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School is

valid through 2028, said Witherspoon.

“I like the accreditation process because

I love to be held accountable for high

standards in the classrooms and high

standards for our school in general. That’s

very important to me.”

During the evaluation process, an

accrediting team of administrators visited

the school to thoroughly assess and

validate STREAM compliance with all the

requirements.

“And there are check–in points for this

accreditation,” said Witherspoon. “There is

a one–year review, a three–year review

and so forth.”

Witherspoon continued, “For the

teachers at our school, this STREAM

accreditation is a validation of their hard

work and their commitment to pursuing

academic excellence.”

Fortier said, “On year–three, for

example, a team put together by my

central office and other principals will do a

full on–site inspection at a school to

validate the integrity of what they say they

are doing, and if they are achieving the

long–term goals they say they are

achieving.”

“So during this seven–year cycle, the

schools will be evaluated as part of the

accreditation process,” he added.

“And at each visit, they will give us a

list of their recommendations that we can

use to advance our school even further,”

said Witherspoon, who has a bachelor’s

degree in elementary education from

Rollins College and a master’s degree in

educational leadership from Barry

University.

“We’ll use that assessment in our

planning as a guide and living document

to see if we are fully accomplishing what

we set out to do.”

She added, “We are always striving to

continuously improve this institution. We

are excited about the future of Our Lady of

Lourdes Catholic School.”

In 2012, Witherspoon was named one

of the “Top 50 Innovators in Education” in

America by the Center for Digital Educa-

tion. She earned that distinction while

working for Good Shepherd Catholic

School in Orlando, where Witherspoon

was the technology coordinator.

She was promoted to principal of Our

Lady of Lourdes Catholic School in July

2012.

Witherspoon joined an elite group of

leaders in her field, including college

professors and researchers, educators from

public and private schools and experts

from the U.S. Department of Education,

who comprise the “Top 50 Innovators” list.

Her school at that time was the only

Catholic institution in the nation to be

included on the list.

The Center for Digital Education is a

national research and advisory institute

specializing in education–technology

trends, policy, and funding.

“I think that national honor speaks

volumes about the direction Donna has

taken Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic

School,” said Fortier.

“Through the years, she has really

uplifted the school working with the

resources she has. For Donna, it’s been a

very thoughtful process with a definite

vision. So I think the STREAM accredita-

tion is a culmination of that process and

her vision for moving the school forward.”

He added, “We have other Catholic

schools that are going through the

STREAM accreditation process.”

Father Karl Bergin, the former pastor

at Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic Church in

Melbourne, also received a national

recognition for his work.

In 2015, Father Bergin was among a

select group of priests from across the

nation who were honored with the

National Catholic Educational

Association’s Distinguished Pastor Award.

The first STREAM–certified school in

Florida was Christ the King Catholic

School in Jacksonville. Christ the King

earned the distinction in 2017.

“We’re proud of our STREAM accredita-

tion and the fact that we were the first

school in the Diocese of Orlando to be

awarded this honor,” said Witherspoon.

She said the Diocese of Orlando “has

evolved greatly under Henry Fortier’s

leadership, and it has made it easier for us

at the schools to evolve. The standards, the

training, the expectations — they are all

clearly defined.”

Preparing students to enter STEM

careers in the future is not enough, says

the National Catholic Education Associa-

tion. Moving from a STEM to a STREAM

curriculum model requires planning and

staff development, and more Catholic

schools around the nation are embracing

the credential.

STREAM education allows students to

learn vital skills such as problem solving,

critical thinking, collaboration, and

innovation, along with essential technol-

ogy skill–sets.

Fortier said all the schools in the

Diocese of Orlando are striving to achieve

STREAM accreditation. “No school is at a

place where they are a perfect school.

Every school has room for growth. It’s a

mindset. Donna is modeling that very well,

in the sense that she sees it constantly as

an opportunity to improve, ultimately,

because of the children. It’s all for the

kids.”

Fortier added, “We are kind of taking

our self–ego out of it, and not letting our

pride or ego get hurt. Nobody is perfect.

The only perfect person walked this earth

2,000 years ago. So outside of that, the rest

of us have room for growth. And the more

we are able to think that way, the better

we become for serving our children and our

families over the long term.”


