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2 Floridians have made it their business to help Black children learn 

Institute motivates urban students 

The Motivated Individual Minority Students (MIMS) Institute champions public education and promotes 

academic excellence in urban zip codes. 

The MIMS Institute works to not only increase the graduation rate of students 

in urban zip codes but to encourage them to increase their reading skills, take 

college placement courses, score higher on the SAT, and apply to America’s 

top universities. 

CEO and founder Lt. Colonel Jason Mims says the Race to the Top funds will 

be used mainly to improve teacher quality. He wants to see the money go 

directly to help the students. 

"You can improve teacher quality forever and it won’t help one student," he 

told the Florida Courier. 

"Race to the Top dollars don’t get down to the community level. It has to do 

with teachers and evaluations. How do you ensure that some of the funds go to 

low-performing schools?" 

Mims: Show up to the meetings 

The first way is by attending school board meetings, he said. 

"If education of our children is important, we better find the time to put our butts in the seat to watch where they 

are spending the money. The agenda is out a week in advance. Even though it doesn’t sound exciting, you 

should be there," Mims explained. 

"They meet 22 times a year and we are not there. We should embarrass each other by putting on the front page 

of the newspaper how many Blacks attended the school board meetings in the counties with low performing 

schools like Hillsborough, Dade, Broward, etc. 

"Ask them to show me on this list of agenda items where you will consider funding for low-performing schools. 

I’ve seen school boards get six-digit funds that were spent for technology but if you look at the paper work, you 

will see the money was all spent at Hewlett Packard instead of for small individual groups or children." 
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Mims said he has been attending school board meetings in Tampa for more than 10 years. 

"We must ask ourselves what small part I can play over the course of a year. Go to school board meetings three 

times. It doesn’t take a whole bunch of people. If 10 people say, ‘I will do three or one,’ that’s a good start. It 

requires a commitment," he said. 

Making board members accountable 

"In my mind, we are only committed as long as it takes to 

express our dissatisfaction but not long enough to fix the 

problem. Our children don’t have a reasonable hope if we don’t 

do something," he explained. 

"Moreover, the Black school board members need our help. 

Many times, there is only one Black on the board. If there were 

more Black folks in the audience in the school board meeting, it 

gives her the fuel and backing to get what she needs done. 

"Even the board could reach out to the people in community to 

bring 10 people to school board meetings, but it is a closed system. When I call them on certain items, they take 

offense. Citizens have the responsibility to hold local authorities accountable for what they need in their 

communities.’’ 

Expertise as intelligence analyst 

Mims’ Army career highlights include work as an intelligence analyst for Africa and the Middle East, a United 

States Central Command Politico-Military Affairs officer and Coalition Forces Land Component Command 

Future Plans officer (Camp Doha, Kuwait – Operation Enduring Freedom). 

He received bachelor’s degrees in Government and Modern Languages-French from the University of Notre 

Dame and his master’s in National Security Affairs from the Naval Postgraduate School. 

 

Mims’ passion for his work in education began when one of his sons entered eighth grade. He happened to be 

the only one attending a meeting held during Black History Month sponsored by the National Council of Negro 

Women. Mims showed up and wrote down a list of 10 questions and still has the list and answers. 

Ask the questions 

"How many Black males in the freshman class? Answer, 140. How many had a 3.0 or better grade average? 

Answer, 8. And my son wasn’t one of them," Mims said. "When they graduated, there were only 22 pictures in 

the yearbook. They may have graduated and not taken a picture, but my son was the only one with an honor 

cord although there were eight other boys smarter than he." 

Mims set out to figure out why this occurs through his institute. He says often it’s as simple as letting a student 

know you are interested in what he or she is doing. 

"A young lady is about to graduate and in an advanced placement macroeconomics class. It’s January, the 

second semester and she’s getting F’s. Someone called me and all I did was sit down and have a conversation 

with her," he noted. 



"I went in and talked to the teacher and asked the teacher for economic books, like I was going to open up the 

book and figure it out. I never opened it up. She (the student) knew I had the book and had access to her 

progress reports in the class online so I could see how she was doing so she knew I was watching and the 

teacher knew I was watching. She went from F to B.’’ 

Show interest 

"All she needed to know was someone was interested. Find me someone in our zip code that looks like her who 

can have a conversation about macroeconomics with here. Where does she get her reinforcement for these 

principles highlighted in her class? 

"I took before and after pictures of her grades just to prove a point and I didn’t do any work. She did the work." 

"There are a lot of positive influences outside the classroom that made the difference. You have 28 teachers in 

seven classes over four years. Out of those, maybe four made a difference. Several teachers you remember. The 

others just passed on the information they were supposed to pass on to you," Mims added. 

"Others showed me things that created the concept in my mind to yearn big and go for the vast seas. They gave 

me the memo, ‘This is America and you can have anything you want,’ but it’s just like a cafeteria. You have to 

get up and get it yourself. 

"That is what we need to tell our children. I believe we have everything in our community to set this thing 

right."  
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Signing Day isn't just for athletes 
A community event celebrates academic successes in poor neighborhoods. 

By LETITIA STEIN 

Published May 18, 2007 

 

TAMPA -- Keyara Franklin could have been another statistic. 

Broken bones from a car accident kept her home much of her freshman year, and she changed high schools 

three times in as many years. 

 

But she took a harder road than dropping out of school. 

She signed up for college-level, Advanced Placement courses, and stuck it out through the homework and tests -

- and being the only black student in the classroom. 

 

"It would have been easy to give up," said Keyara, 18. "I just kind of told myself that I want to succeed in life 

and do things toward my future that would make my future better."  Keyara will head to the University of 

Central Florida after graduating from Wharton High School next week. 

 

Thursday night, she learned how much the community values her effort. Keyara and 30 other students from 

some of Hillsborough's poorest neighborhoods were invited to the First Annual Academic Letter of Intent 

Signing Day Dinner. 

 

It was time, community leaders decided, to celebrate academics with the fanfare usually devoted to athletics.  

They snapped photos of students behind college T-shirts. They each signed a pact vowing to earn a degree in 

four years. 

 

"When I started attending Middleton, it was all about athletics," said Ralphy Adelson, 18, who plans to study 

biology at the University of Florida and is the valedictorian of Middleton High School. "It's getting around that 

academics is equally important." 

 

That's exactly the message that Rep. Betty Reed hoped to send to the voters she represents in House District 59, 

a collection of heavily black neighborhoods from east Tampa to Temple Terrace to Progress Village. She knows 

much work remains. 

District 59 claimed just one percent of more than 2, 800 Hillsborough students with four or more AP classes on 

their resumes. Most individual high schools count more students reaching that bar. Plant High School, at the 

high end, has 339. 

 

"We need to turn up the volume on academic excellence in the black community," said local activist Jason 

Mims, 53, one of the organizers of the letter signing event. "We've got to encourage people who may be 

wondering, 'Is it okay to take these AP classes?'" 

When he and Reed teamed up, they found untold success stories. The students whom they identified tout 

acceptance letters from elite schools, such as the University of Florida and Morehouse College.   Most are 
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black, and bucking the academic achievement gap of white and minority students. Just 8 percent of 

Hillsborough students who have taken four-plus AP classes are black. 

 

Reed saw that many didn't understand the importance of AP classes when her own grandson passed them up for 

an easier schedule. They can count for college credits, giving the student a head start in college.  They also 

weigh heavily in college admission decisions.  This spring, Reed helped pass a bill to make sure minority 

families know when their children are eligible for advance classes. 

 

Her co-sponsor, Democratic Sen. Tony Hill, drove in from Jacksonville to watch the letter-signing ceremony in 

the cafeteria at Blake High School. He wants to take the concept national through Omega Psi Phi, a fraternity. 

 

The event featured typical graduation fare and speeches about staying focused. Until organizers realized an 

oversight -- they didn't know who in the room was a class valedictorian.  The students were asked to stand. One 

rose, then another, a third, a fourth. 

The cheers could have come from a football stadium. 

 

Letitia Stein can be reached at lstein@sptimes.com. 

 

Fast Facts: Academic achievers 
House District 59 counted 31 seniors graduating with four or more AP courses, out more than 2, 800 

Hillsborough students meeting the standard. The House District 59 students who attended the First Annual 

Academic Letter of Intent Signing Day Dinner: 

 Ralphy Adelson, Middleton.  

 Carol Arocho-Gonzalez, Hillsborough.  

 Briana Bell, Armwood.  

 Kierston Brice, Tampa Bay Technical.  

 Alexia Cote, Robinson.  

 Terri-Ann Davis, Tampa Bay Technical.  

 Tiffany Defiore, Robinson.  

 Megan Florez, Riverview.  

 Keyara Franklin, Wharton.  

 Maryann Hernandez, Hillsborough.  

 Dana Hughes, Blake.  

 Sandy Joseph, King.  

 Ciera Keenan, Tampa Bay Technical.  

 Ricky Madhavan, King.  

 Sherline Marcellus, Hillsborough.  

 Catrina Milbry, Chamberlain.  

 Taylor Myers, Blake.  

 Orville Pemberton, Tampa Bay Technical.  

 Ysanda Prince, King.  

 Julian Scott, Plant.  

 Chandra Spires, Plant.  

 Kori Szaraz, Middleton. 

  

 

Jasmine Brown, 18, sits down after 

receiving a tribute from the Florida 

House of Representatives presented by 

Rep. Betty Reed while Debbie Devine 

reads the plaque Jasmine received during 

the First National Academic letter of 

Intent Signing Day Dinner at Blake High 

School on Thursday. "This is pretty much 

the coolest thing I have ever gotten," 

Brown said. 
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Molding kings of classrooms 

Jason Mims runs "The MIMS Institute," where he coaches black students in 

high school toward scholarships for college. 

By RICK GERSHMAN 

Published October 20, 2006 

This is Jason Mims' office.  

It's where he ministers to black teenagers with great, though often untapped, academic potential. 

It's where he throws parties for students who worked hard to earn scholarships. It's where dreams are inspired, 

cultivated and celebrated. 

And it's where you can get a tasty eggs Benedict for a fair price. 

It's the Village Inn at N Dale Mabry Highway, a few blocks north of W Kennedy Boulevard. Mims is just a 

customer, but he often sets up shop here. 

As Mims drinks sweet tea, he points to specific booths around the restaurant. In them, he has helped 

Hillsborough County minority students achieve goals many never considered pursuing. 
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Mims, a retired U.S. Army lieutenant colonel, is persuasive. And he's passionate. And he's not getting paid for 

any of his efforts. 

"She doesn't like me doing this," Mims says of his wife, April, only part joking. "Because it's free." 

For an early dinner this Monday afternoon, Mims wears a white polo shirt with a logo on the chest for "The 

MIMS Institute." 

It's not just his name, but an acronym: "Motivate Individual Minority Students to prepare for and apply to 

America's top national universities." 

Mims, who lives in Sun Bay South, focuses his attention on supporting black male teenagers who live in urban 

neighborhoods and have solid reading skills. He wants them to take six or more advanced placement classes in 

high school.  

He occasionally works with white and female students. He's proud of daughter Sierra, who attends the 

University of Tampa. But Mims focuses on young black men because he feels the need is greatest there. 

Mims points to a 2005 senior scholarship study of Hillsborough County schools. White males were offered 

more than $4.6-million in academic scholarships and about $700,000 in athletic scholarships. 

Black males were offered slightly more than $1-million in athletic scholarships and less than $850,000 in 

academic scholarships. 

In 2001, shortly after his son Jason Jr. was accepted at New York University, Mims looked up how many black 

male students were taking honors classes in Hillsborough County high schools. 

Of about 15,000 freshmen in the county, only 199 - less than 2 percent - were black male students taking honors 

English classes. 

In January 2002, Mims set out to talk to the boys, eventually meeting with 159 of them at 16 schools. 

"If we could get scholarship money for each of those 159 kids - if they each got $15,000 a year for four years - 

that's more than $9.5-million out there," Mims says.  

In September 2002, the Hillsborough County Commission awarded Mims that year's Favorite Sons & 

Daughters award for his efforts.  

The favored son had to make a special trip to accept the honor: The Army had called him back to active duty. 

At 49, he was stationed for a year in Kuwait. 

But the award prompted Mims to redouble his efforts when he returned to Tampa. When he was promoted five 

times in the military, he explains, "that's not for what you've done, but what they expect you to do. This award 

is for what they expect from me. So I thought, now I have to go out and do that." 

Mims doesn't know how many of those original 159 freshmen went on to receive academic scholarships when 

they graduated in 2005. But he says several earned scholarships to attend such schools as Brown University, 

Morehouse College and the University of Florida. 



At 53, Mims looks young for his years, with only a thin line of gray stretching along his hairline and along his 

temples. 

He's lean and mean, he drives a red Mustang, and around the eyes, he looks a bit like Jamie Foxx. It's not hard 

to see why kids respond to his motivation. 

He has a nickname for the young black men he works with: "Leroys." Why? Because Mims studied French at 

the University of Notre Dame, where he graduated in 1975. So it's a twist on le roi, which is French for "the 

king." 

"If we can get some of our young people in some of these schools, they can be kings," he says. "There's no 

telling what they'll become." 

As proof, he pulls out a book listing black Notre Dame alumni. Under 1975, he points to his name. He says: 

"Read down from there and see if you recognize any names." 

Five entries below Mims, there's a distinctive name: 

RICE, CONDOLEEZZA 

Point taken. 

"I'm telling you, you get these kids to these great schools," Mims says, "and you never know what they'll 

become." 

Rick Gershman can be reached at rgershman@sptimes.com or 226-3431. 

 AT A GLANCE 

Jason Mims  

Home: Sun Bay South. 

Family: Wife, April; son Jason Jr., 23; and daughter Sierra, 19. 

Past leadership: U.S. Army lieutenant colonel, retired. He moved to Tampa when he was transferred to Central 

Command at MacDill Air Force Base. 

Present leadership: Helping high school students, primarily young black men, pursue scholarship opportunities 

at top national universities. 

His license plate: "SERVANT." 
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Sunday, Feb 17, 2002 , Tampa Tribune, Commentary Section, Back Page 

Being A Doer Means You Never Retire 

JOSEPH H. BROWN 

It's easy to see why Olin Mott received the Civitan Citizen of the Year award last week at the 

Florida State Fair Governor's Luncheon. The 81-year-old businessman, who as an Army 

intelligence officer was wounded during the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, is involved in more 

local causes than I can list here.  

He is the founder of the Olin Mott tire company but does much more than just provide financial 

support; he gets involved.  

In other words, he is a doer, not just a talker.  

I mention that because there is a culture of complaint distinct from the culture of problem 

solvers. I hear from complainers all the time, grumbling about societal inequities and injustice 

but offering little in the way of solutions.  

``You should write about that,'' they will say, seeming to seek satisfaction in simply ``giving 

voice'' to problems and having someone listen to their gripes.  

But there are folks who not only talk the talk but walk the walk as well. And while they're 

unlikely to be considered for an award like the Civitan, there are two people I believe to be 

worthy candidates.  

What Retirement?  

First, there is Jason Mims Jr., who settled in Tampa after retiring from the military. When I first 

met Jason a few years ago, he was volunteering his time to teach computer skills to both senior 

citizens and children at a community center in Progress Village.  

His ``current priority project'' is challenging local black students to do better. He meets with 

those taking advanced classes and gives them support and encouragement. As he explains it:  

``Over the Christmas holidays, the mission came to me to share with each of them how special 

they are because they recognize and seize exceptional academic opportunities. ... So far, I have 

visited seven schools and had the opportunity to share an optimist's observation with 63 of 

them.''  

So while others simply complain about the black-white achievement gap, Mims opted for 

hands- on involvement.  



And he should know what it takes. His son, Jason III, graduated last year with a 4.0 grade-point 

average and is now a freshman at New York University.  

Then there is Bob Samuels, a retired banker who was diagnosed with prostate cancer shortly 

after I first met him. He is now an eight- year survivor of the disease.  

Rather than just count his blessings, however, Samuels went on a personal crusade to educate 

men - particularly black men, who get the disease earlier and more often - about the importance 

of getting checkups and a simple blood test called a PSA - even if they are having no 

symptoms.  

Real Leadership  

Samuels is pushing a bill pending before the Legislature that would establish a Prostate Cancer 

Awareness Program within the state Department of Health. But his most meritorious 

accomplishment is the annual African American Men's Health Forum, now in its third year. 

This year's event will take place Saturday at Hillsborough Community College's Dale Mabry 

campus. He has put this together with a staff of two and, more incredibly, no government help, 

just the funds he has worked tirelessly to solicit.  

Too often in the black community people are labeled as ``leaders,'' even though they don't really 

lead anyone. These two black men are leaders, even if their work is done far from camera and 

microphone range, because they steer people in a direction they might not be inclined to move.  

``I came to Florida to retire,'' Samuels reminded me, and perhaps himself, recently when talking 

about all the work he has done the last eight years.  

Sorry, Bob, doers don't retire; they just find different work.  

Joseph H. Brown is a Tribune editorial writer.  

  



 

 
  



 
 


