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University of Florida students who are also members of the UF Speech and Debate Society 
do their best Gator 'chomp' around the banner for the 4-H/Tropicana Public Speaking 
Program. These UF students donated their time to judge the Levy County speech contest, 
held at the Bronson High School Cafetorium. Seen here are Aaron Klein, Hannah Locop, 
Kayla Talebi, Gloria Li, Sravya Kidambi, Noelle Kough, Harrison O’Keefe, Dennis 
Callaghan and Heather Marchini. 
 

     BRONSON -- Personal anecdotes, humor, metaphorical language, sophisticated vocabulary 
and animation highlighted the speeches of the 14 young people from Levy County schools at the 
36th annual 4-H/Tropicana Public Speaking Program, sponsored by Tropicana, the Levy County 
commissioners and the University of Florida. 
 
Holding the microphone, Brenda Heberling introduces the contact teachers who were 
present at the county speech contest: Carol Glass from Williston Central Christian 
Academy and Williston Elementary School, Laurie Beauchamp from Chiefland Middle 

School and Lisa Baxter 
from Chiefland 
Elementary. These 
teachers coordinate the 
competition at the 
school level. 
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In the elementary division, Andrea Horton, Luke Spillane and Annabelle Pitts hold their 
plaques for Honorable Mention. Coming in 3rd, 2nd and 1st are Megan McCain, Ansley 
Penney and Hunter Sharp. The annual countywide 4-H/Tropicana Public Speaking Contest 
is usually held the first Thursday in December. 
~ 

 
Amber Babcock receives Honorable Mention in the middle school category. Placing 3rd, 
2nd and 1st are Morgan Richburg, Kaila Weflen and Isabelle Stephenson. All the 
contestants represented their schools from one of the three divisions: elementary (4th and 
5th grades), middle school (6th grade) and intermediate (7th and 8th grades). 
~ 

 
Honorable Mention is presented to KayLyn McPeak. Receiving 3rd, 2nd and 1st are Kelli 
Quinn, Briar Keene and Grace Hardy. Each winner of the competition received wooden 
plaques adorned with the public speaking program logo purchased by the sponsors. The 
competition has been held in Levy County since 1979. 
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     Six elementary (fourth and fifth graders), four middle school (sixth graders) and four 

intermediate school (seventh and eight graders) showcased their oratory skills from the stage of 

Bronson Middle High School’s Cafetorium on Thursday evening (Dec. 3). Representing the 

School Board of Levy County was Jeff Edison, director of administration. 

     In her 19th year as coordinator, Brenda Heberling from the Levy County Extension office 

welcomed the speakers and guests. 

     Heberling then introduced the judges, all students at the University of Florida and all with 

public speaking experience: Aaron Klein, Hannah Locop, Kayla Talebi, Gloria Li, Sravya 

Kidambi, Noelle Kough, Harrison O’Keefe, Dennis Callaghan and Heather Marchini. Heberling’s 

contact at UF was Tiara Jenkins, vice president of the UF Speech and Debate Society. 

     From the beginning, all of the contestants knew the criteria used for judging: composition is 

50 percent, and presentation is 50 percent. During the contest, Heberling timed each speaker; 

the speech could be no less than two and not more than three minutes or points would be 

deducted. 

     Because of Heberling’s system of mixing categories – elementary then middle then 

intermediate – the competition moved along smoothly, lasting about one hour. The same three 

judges evaluated their respective category. The speakers had drawn numbers as they arrived to 

determine which order each would walk to the podium. 

     What “speaks” to young people and inspires them to do one of the scariest things in life, 

public speaking? Some spoke about real-life situations in their families such as divorce or the 

family relocating or personal challenges such as bullying or even a spiritual awakening. Others 

were more persuasive, encouraging the listener to consider organ donation or how getting a 

college degree helps people or the importance of having personal, non-digital connections with 

other. Even others were quite informative. 

     Titled “It’s Not My Fault,” Grace Hardy’s speech focused on why she wasn’t a good speller. 

The witty, well-researched missive addressed the spelling challenges of the English language as 

well as humorous experiences within her family which, she insisted, caused her to be a “bad 

speller.” Grace attends Williston Central Christian Academy (WCCA). 

     Chiefland Middle School student Isabelle Stephenson described the clamming business so 

vividly, the audience could, indeed, smell the Cedar Key mud she described, which she said 

makes a perfect home for this aquaculture business which replaced the outlawed net-fishing for 

those making their living from the Gulf of Mexico. Drawing from personal experience and 

having done her research, she expressively and humorously explained how the birth of the 

clamming industry was such a boon to this heretofore economically depressed area of the state. 

Her family owns the Southern Cross Sea Farms in Cedar Key. 

     Also well-researched was Hunter Sharp’s speech about “Feeding the Future with GMOs.” 

From behind his coat and tie, the Chiefland Elementary student exhibited good eye contact, 

used appropriate gestures, delivered statistics and delineated several ways GMOs (genetically 

modified organisms) will make it possible to continue to feed the world. 

     After the last speaker left the podium, Heberling complimented the high quality of each 

speech then dismissed the judges to complete their evaluations while the audience enjoyed 

cookies and, of course, Tropicana orange juice! 

     When the judges returned, each group presented the wooden plaques to the students as 

Heberling called their names. 

     These three elementary students received Honorable Mention: Annabelle Pitts (“Operation 

Students”) from Yankeetown School, Andrea Horton (“Organ Donors”) from Bronson 

Elementary and Luke Spillane (“Moving!”) from WCCA. Cedar Key School’s Megan McCain, who 
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lamented about “If I Didn’t Have Sisters,” placed third. Ansley Penney from Williston 

Elementary School came in second, speaking about the brighter side of having divorced parents. 

Hunter Sharp brought home the bacon -- earning first place with his speech touting GMOs. 

     In the middle school division, Amber Babcock from Yankeetown School received an 

Honorable Mention. Third place went to Morgan Richburg from Cedar Key School, who 

supported going to college as “How to Become Healthy, Wealthy and Wise.” Another WCCA 

student, Kaila Weflen, placed second with her humorous “Seriously, Do Not Try This at Home,” 

again, from hilarious (at the time, not so much) incidents tried at home. Isabelle Stephenson 

bagged the first place honor with her speech about “Clamming.” 

     Finally, in the intermediate school division, Yankeetown School’s KayLyn McPeak received 

Honorable Mention for her heartfelt talk about “The Day I Was Saved.” Placing third was Kelly 

Quinn from Cedar Key with “Cellular Connection.” From Chiefland Middle, Briar Keene placed 

second with his almost-poetic creation titled “The Farmer.” And Grace Hardy, placing first, 

rationalized away her spelling problem in “It’s Not My Fault.” 

     Heberling again recognized the judges, presenting each with a little memento of thanks. She 

also acknowledged the contact teachers for all their dedication and perseverance: Greta 

Perryman (Bronson Elementary), Lisa Baxter (Chiefland Elementary School), Julie Gerhart and 

Laurie Beauchamp (Chiefland Middle School), Jessica Sloan (Cedar Key School), Carol Glass 

(Williston Central Christian Academy), Glass and Chloe Gabriel (Williston Elementary School) 

and Natalie Sullivan (Yankeetown School). Baxter, Beauchamp and Glass were in the audience 

and received a gift of thanks from Heberling. These teachers coordinate the competition at the 

school level. 

     The winner in each division of the speech competition will receive a full scholarship to the 4-

H Camp Cherry Lake with Levy County 4-H this coming July. (As a side note, Hunter indicated 

to Heberling that he could not go to camp this summer, so second place winner Ansley is eligible 

to go in his place.) 

     For more information on 4-H Public Speaking Programs and other 4-H activities in Levy 

County, contact the Levy County Extension office at 352-486-5131 or email Brenda Heberling at 

bsheb@ufl.edu. 


