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EDUCATION

JA’s entrepreneurial students 
offer consulting services   
BY SALLY ANN O’DOWD

From learning the ropes of supply chain 
management to studying the latest in big 
data, Geomani Brooks was not a typical 
high school graduate. His evening routine 
of researching companies likewise showed 
exceptional rigor for his age. 

But such are the interests and habits 
Brooks developed during his two years in 
Junior Achievement of South Florida, as a 
junior and senior at South Broward High 
School. From there, he earned a 2018 sum-
mer internship at City Furniture, whose 
president, Andrew Koenig, is a JA board 
member.

“I was shadowing the global logistics 
team for two months,” recalls Brooks, who 
will enter his sophomore year at Broward 
College in the fall. “Each day , I would 
shadow a different person, and learn how 
they do things as individuals and as a team. 
It was amazing, how much went into sourc-
ing fabrics; they were very aware of where 

they got products from and child labor 
laws. That was one of the fi rst questions 
I asked them.”

Brooks is one of 50,000 students in 
Broward and south Palm Beach counties 
who develop work readiness, entrepreneur-
ial skills and fi nancial literacy each year 
through Junior Achievement of South Flor-
ida. Launched 60 years ago by members of 
the Fort Lauderdale Rotary Club, JA South 
Florida is part of JA USA/Worldwide, 
which is celebrating its centennial this year. 

“The research says that most kids only 
know fi ve to eight career pathways—the 
ones their parents or family members are 
involved in,” says Laurie Sallarulo, presi-
dent and CEO of JA of South Florida. “It’s 
our responsibility to teach them the skills 
they need to be successful when they go 
to work, but it’s also about opening their 
eyes and giving them opportunities to learn 
about all the different careers that exist in 
our community.” 

JA South Florida’s 60,000-square foot 
campus, JA World, is the single largest 
JA educational facility of only 36 in the 
world. The late Marti and Wayne Huizen-
ga in 2009 made the lead gift to the capital 
campaign while Broward College donated 
the land. Through a partnership with Bro-
ward County Public Schools, every fi fth- 
and eighth-grade student participates in JA 
programs. 

Fifth-graders participate in a series of 16 
classroom lessons, where they learn about 
applying for jobs, voting, career opportuni-
ties and paychecks, among other staples of 
adulthood. Then, they put their knowledge 
to work at a JA BizTown, where they oper-
ate a simulated economy and run business-
es. Both the Dave and Lorraine Thomas JA 
BizTown and Falcone Family JA BizTown 
have 18 public and private storefronts, 
sponsored by local businesses and entities, 
including Nova Southeastern University 

and SFBW parent Lifestyle Media Group.
At JA Finance Park, eighth-graders learn 

how education and personal fi nance inter-
sect. By cross-referencing salary guides to 
actual jobs, they come to understand the 
intricacies of budgeting, saving, investing 
and credit. 

For Brooks and his high school peers, 
the JA Fellows program is an entrepreneur-
ial launching pad. 

He and his 20-person team conceptual-
ized and managed Ray Away, a company 
dedicated to raising awareness about skin 
cancer. They sold kits that included sun-
screen, lip balm, lotion and Afterbite, an 
anti-itch cream. Ray Away fi nished third in 
the local JA Spark Tank, run like the popu-
lar TV show Shark Tank. 

“Our team loved Geomani,” says Koe-
nig, whose company is a regular intern re-
cruiter. “We’re defi nitely waiting for him 
to hit the job market and see if there’s an 
opportunity there.” 

JA Career Bound students discovered 
what skills are needed to work in the 
construction industry during a visit to 
a site with representatives from Miller 
Construction.

Stranahan and Coconut Creek High School 
students in JA Career Bound have a better 
understanding about healthcare-related 
careers after visiting Broward Health 
North.

During the JA Career Bound program, 
participating high school students have 
the opportunity to learn about careers 
within different industries. One of the 
program days included a tour of the 
Celebrity Silhouette, owned by Celebrity 
Cruises.
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The retailer also is a paying customer of 
JA’s latest innovation and revenue stream: 
market research studies.  

Through this service, area employers 
hire students to conduct research and make 
strategic recommendations for growing 
their clients’ businesses. This summer, stu-
dents are analyzing the public’s perception 
of City Furniture. “There’s a lot of debate 
internally on how our brand should be 
portrayed in our TV commercials,” Koe-
nig says. “We’re looking at having them do 
some focus group research, where they’ll 
ask questions and get to understand peo-
ple’s buying behaviors.” 

This year also marks the launch of a 
JA BizPark storefront focused on the ma-
rine industry, which represents a $12 bil-
lion economic engine providing 142,000 
jobs, according to Advanced Mechani-
cal Enterprises, which led the project. In 
all, 24 companies contributed more than 
$130,000 to construct “Sea the World,” a 
series of nine walls representing the entire 
spectrum of careers ranging from engine 
room specialists and marina management 
to journalists covering the industry. 

“The older gentlemen are aging out, and 
it’s imperative that we funnel this informa-
tion to the younger generation to know that 
our industry exists,” says Christine Battles, 
chief administrative offi cer of AME. “In 

the ‘80s, parents were like, ‘You have to 
go to college,’ so there was a downfall in 
manufacturing—the welders, the machin-
ists, the diesel engine mechanics, the hy-
draulic technicians. We’re trying to fi ll the 
pipeline.” 

JA World is a mesmerizing experience 

JA Career Bound student Paris Vickers Whittingham was thrilled to learn about video production 
equipment and how a studio works while completing her internship in 2018 with The Media Lab.

JA Career Bound graduate Geomani Brooks shared his experience in the program at the 
2018 JA Business Hall of Fame Ceremony.

for children and adults alike, says Broward 
County Mayor Mark D. Bogen, which allo-
cated $500,000 to the nonprofi t organiza-
tion in the current fi scal year. “You could 
sit there all day in a classroom, but JA 
brings in real business systems and men-
torship programs,” he says.  “You open the 
door, and you’re walking down a pretend 
street, and on the right side is a bank, and 
on the left side is a business, a sheriff’s 
offi ce, a retail store. Students get to partic-
ipate and understand what businesses have 
to go through—it’s hands-on learning in a 
controlled environment.” 

As for Brooks, he exemplifi es the dis-
tance students can go if they simply take 
the reins. Numerous scholarships are giving 
him the opportunity to earn a bachelor’s de-
gree for “free,” he says. After getting his as-
sociate degree, he plans to study accounting 
at the University of Central Florida.

“I would not be here today without JA,” 
he says, having already become a men-
tor himself. “I say to my fellow students, 
‘Do not be discouraged, because there are 
foundations and programs to help you get 
to where you need to be.’ They provide the 
services you need—all you need to do is 
get out there and put in the effort and take 
advantage of the things that will help you 
succeed.” ♦




