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First-ever CF Holiday Bake Off attracts 41 entrees 
14 judges rule to decide winners 
 

 
Some of the judges are seen as they review some of the CF Holiday Bake Off items. 
A video of a fireplace scene is playing above them as Christmas music plays in the 
room. 
 
Story and Photos By Jeff M. Hardison © Dec. 3, 2015 @ 7:37 p.m. 
     OCALA – Just over a baker’s dozen of judges tasted and evaluated two score plus-one 
entries in a cake-cookie-candy contest at the College of Central Florida on Thursday morning, 

and those treats added to the CF Holiday Party fun 
later that afternoon. 
 
 
     The first-ever CF Holiday Bake Off attracted 41 CF 
employees who were willing to compete with each 
other, and every entry was worthy of tasting. 
     Just before the final day, there were 23 desserts in 
the cookies/bars category; nine in candy 
classification; and 17 in the cake set. When the 
moment came for judging, though, eight of those 
submissions did not make it to the tables of 
judgment. 
 
Staci Biondini, manager of CF Marketing and 
Public Relations, stands aglow near the center 
of the room during the judging process. 
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     Room 107 of the CF Ewers Century Center had table after table covered by homemade cakes, 
cookies and candy. The person who led the combined effort to bring the first CF Holiday Bake 
Off to fruition was Staci Biondini, manager of CF Marketing and Public Relations. 
     She found the bakers and candy makers from among her colleagues and she enlisted a hefty 
team of evaluators. 
     There was a point early-on in her process to bring this event into existence when Biondini 
said she had more judges than items to be judged, however when the moment of truth came on 
Thursday morning, she had enacted the perfect recipe for a successful bake off. 
     It took about an hour for all of the judges to taste the treats and mark the score cards, and 
then for those numbers to be tallied. 
     The scoring sheets showed the contest entrees were to be evaluated on “Presentation,” 
“Appropriate Texture,” “Flavor/Taste” and “Overall Impression.” In those four realms, there was 
a scale of one to five. So the highest score by one judge for one item was 20 points. 
     Just so the 14 judges were clear about what “1” through “5” meant, there were words next to 
each number. Those words from lowest to highest were “Yuck!”, “Not So Great,” “Okay,” “Good” 
and “Amazing.” 
     Here are the first through third winners' placements in the different categories: 
CAKE 
First Place – Cherie Ross – Texas Sheet Cake 
Second Place – Connie Hardgrove – Coconut Cake 
Third Place – Shena Grant– German Chocolate Cake 
COOKIES 
First Place – Courtney Wood-Harvin – Chocolate Chip and Pecan Cookies 
Second Place – Barbara Warner – Oreo Cookie Balls 
Third Place – Julee McChammon – Grandma’s Chocolate Chip Cookies 
CANDY 
First Place – Laurie Saputo – Peanut Crunch 
Second Place – Sandy Scott – Pecan Brittle 
Third Place – Tom Smith – Fudge 
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     Judges had access to water or coffee to cleanse their palates as they carefully checked each 
wonderful treat. There was Christmas music playing in the background as a video of a fireplace 
scene adorned the whiteboard, which is normally used with erasable markers. 
     The set of judges included five from Signature Brands of Ocala. Signature brands began in 
1951, when the Pioneer Decorating Co. was founded by Louise Jones Crawford and her brother 
Bobby Jones in Ocala. This company has clients like Betty Crocker and Paas. 
     There were three publishers in the mix of judges (including one who owns a daily online news 

website that focuses primarily on Levy, Dixie and 
Gilchrist counties; however coverage can be anywhere). 
     There was a judge from the Appleton Museum of Art. 
There were two CF employee spouses (who are not 
related to the contestants). There was one CF retiree. 
And there was one judge from the University of Central 
Florida. 
     One of the judges is a professional baker. 
     The 41 CF Holiday Bake Off served as the centerpiece 
in a magnificently decorated room for the CF Holiday 
Party, which was from 2:30 to 4:40 p.m., and the 
winning bakers and candy makers were announced at 
2:45 p.m. 
     A good time was had by all. 
 
James Dickins, 20, of Ocala is a student 
assistant with the CF Marketing and Public 
Relations Department. Staci Biondini, manager 
of CF Marketing and Public Relations, said the 
whole department helped make this bake off 
succeed. Dickins, a sophomore at CF, is 
studying business administration. He is also on 
the 11-member CF Student Activities Board, 

where he serves as programming chairman. Dickins assisted Biondini during the 
event. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Grandma Newman Spice Cookies seen here 
are very well presented. 
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These Ooey Gooey Butter Bars 
were amazing. While not selected 
as one of the top three by the 
combined votes of all judges, at 
least one judge was definitely 
very impressed by this entry. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Pecan Brittle was in the candy category and it earned second place. Every item to 
be tasted was marked if it included wheat, dairy, eggs, peanuts and/or tree nuts – 
in case any tasters were allergic to any of those types of products. 


