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Not even the pandemic can thwart the forward
momentum of life. We are constantly on the go and
our shoes lead us along our personal journey.

The shoes we wear can be considered a self-
portrait, whether they’re designer heels or work
boots worn thin with age. They are items of utility
and a means for self-expression. They can also be
art as Leon High School students recently learned.

Art teacher Victoria Munsell presented her 75 ce-
ramics students with a design challenge. “I wanted
them to pretend they had been hired by Nike or Con-
verse to come up with something original. I asked
them to think about certain personality traits or a
current issue in the world that they wanted to stand
up for and put those elements into this shoe,” she
said.

Munsell received an Arts Education Grant from
the Council on Culture & Arts (COCA) to implement
this lesson. This year, the grant was made possible
through philanthropic support from the Duke Ener-
gy Foundation’s Powerful Communities program.
The funding was used to purchase clay, sculpting
tools, glazes and paints for the project. 

Many of Munsell’s students are new to clay in-
cluding 12th grader Ansley Nix, who chose to high-
light her love for the environment while addressing
a personal pet peeve.

Leon ceramics students test
footwear design and resiliency

Leon student Ansley Nix shows off her completed
ceramic shoe. SPECIAL TO THE TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

Amanda Karioth Thompson
Council on Culture & Arts

See CERAMICS, Page 2C
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Ask any parent when their teenager
begins learning how to drive, and they
will likely know that 15 years old is the
threshold for a learner’s permit. Ask
Melissa Valido, however, and you’ll get
a different answer.

“Your child learns to drive as soon
as you turn their car seat around,” says
the Director of the Florida Teen Safe
Driving Coalition and co-founder of
the Anthony Phoenix Branca Founda-
tion. “They see when you talk on the
phone, when you text, and what you
do behind the wheel.”

And, Melissa Valido cares about
what you do on the roads, because it’s
her personal mission to end road trag-
edies and distracted driving. In fact,
her passion for safe driving is one of
the reasons she is one of Tallahassee’s
25 Women You Need to Know.

What you do on the road is personal
for Valido. In 2014, her stepson Antho-
ny was killed by a distracted driver. He
was just shy of turning 20 years old,
and killed in an instant. “It rocked the
core of my life,” she says. But, it also
formed a foundation. “No one should
have to lose their Anthony like this.
Road tragedies are preventable.” 

In May of 2015, six months after An-
thony’s death, Valido co-founded a
nonprofit organization in Anthony’s
memory. The Anthony Phoenix Branca
Foundation works to save lives by rais-
ing awareness on the consequences of
distracted driving, with the ultimate
goal of inspiring the end of distracted
driving.

Now, through a combination of edu-
cation, advocacy, and high-visibility
enforcement, Valido’s work has led to
the passage of the “Florida Ban on
Texting While Driving” bill by the Flor-
ida legislature in 2019, making it a pri-
mary offense to text while driving and
designating school zones and work
zones a “hands free” area.

“Science and research point to the 

25 WOMEN YOU NEED 
TO KNOW

Safe driving
crusade is
personal for
Melissa Valido
Heather Fuselier
Special to Tallahassee Democrat
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Melissa Valido. PROVIDED

See VALIDO, Page 2C

Hear ye, hear ye, lend us your ears.... The Southern
Shakespeare Company’s annual Sonnet Contest is of-
ficially here! 

For the remainder of this month through April 16,
students in middle and high school, as well as adult/
college age individuals can enter their original sonnets
into the 2021 Sonnet Contest for a chance to win prizes
valued at over $1,000.

First, second, and third place winners will be an-
nounced at the 2021 Southern Shakespeare Festival
the second weekend of May.

William Shakespeare wrote over 150 sonnets, all in
the Elizabethan style which uses 14 lines (three qua-
trains and a concluding couplet, rhyming abab cdcd
efef gg) and follows iambic pentameter. 

We’ve included an example of an Elizabethan, or
Shakespearean sonnet, written by hip-hop poet Devon
Glover aka Sonnet Man, about the founding of South-
ern Shakespeare Company — try to have as much fun
with your submission as he had here.

To learn more, or to enter the Southern Shakespeare
Company’s 2021 Sonnet Contest, visit the website at
southernshakes.org/sonnet-contest OR mail your son-

net directly to sonnets@southernshakes.org. Make
sure to include your name, email address, phone num-
ber, mailing address, and whether you are submitting to
the middle school, high school, or adult category.

If you are submitting to the middle or high school
category, please also include the name of the school
that you attend. All submissions must be received by
April 16 to be considered for the contest.

Southern Shakespeare seeks a winning sonnet
Special to Tallahassee Democrat

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

Devon Glover aka Sonnet Man and Tim Center
present one of the 2019 winners of the adult
category with their prize. ROBERT HOWARD

Shaking the HeART of Tally
It first started with Shakespeare in the Park

Inspir’d by your not so av’rage Joe Papp

3 wise gentlemen continued the spark

With the goal to make folks smile and toes tap.

Modern day plays that connect with the crowd-

Open air theatre in Tallahassee.

Men, women, kids. Even dogs are allowed.

A Festival for all to see for free.

Two decades later, and with an upgrade,

Plus education to keep the youth engaged,

They moved from Kleman Plaza to Cascades

And toured the south, ‘cause…All The World’s A Stage

Checking out a show, the wiser shall be.

Art’s the top reason why I heart Tally!

Ansley Nix's shoe features intricate
stitching detail rendered in acrylic paint.
SPECIAL TO THE TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT
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SU | DO | KU Dave Green

Enter a numeral
from 1 through 9 in
each cell of the
grid. Each row,
column and region
must contain only
one instance of
each numeral.

Yesterday’s
solution

Note: Puzzles in-
crease in difficulty
from Monday
through Sunday.

Singer-songwriter John Sebas-
tian of the Lovin’ Spoonful is 77. Ac-
tor Patrick Duffy is 72. Actor Kurt
Russell is 70. Country singer Susie
Allanson is 69. Actor Lesley-Anne
Down is 67. Actor Mark Boone Jr.
(“Sons of Anarchy”) is 66. Country
singer Paul Overstreet is 66. Actor

Gary Sinise is 66. Actor Christian Clemenson
(“CSI: Miami”) is 63. Actor Rob Lowe is 57. 

CELEBRITY BIRTHDAYS

Sinise

Aries (March 21-April 19). There’s no ideal condi-
tion for bringing out the best in a human. Whatever
condition makes you want to be where you are –
that’s the right one for you today.

Taurus (April 20-May 20). Whatever you do, get
warmed up for it. Just as cold muscles are prone to
injury, cold states of being are prone to mistakes.

Gemini (May 21-June 21). You’re that risk-taker
who is beloved because you’re not afraid to be your-
self. If they laugh, even better. You welcome levity. 

Cancer (June 22-July 22). You have something to
say. Think and write about it. Talk it over. Others
will benefit from hearing your unique take.

Leo (July 23-Aug. 22). It makes you feel cool
when you give recommendations that others turn
out to love. Share your good taste today.

Virgo (Aug. 23-Sept. 22). You never know how
loved ones are going to respond to your work. They
might be jealous that the work got your attention
and not them. Or they might be over the moon. 

Libra (Sept. 23-Oct. 23). Even the hard-boiled
pragmatist you know will soften and bend to your
whimsical charms because, bottom line, you’re fun. 

Scorpio (Oct. 24-Nov. 21). It doesn’t matter that
some come by certain proficiencies easier than oth-
ers. For the current task, what’s required is a will-
ingness to break down the learning to the right-
sized chunk and then practice.

Sagittarius (Nov. 22-Dec. 21). Fight fear and dis-
traction. You might consider that distraction is fear
in disguise. It’s an excuse that fear uses to keep you
from dedicating yourself to what you really want.

Capricorn (Dec. 22-Jan. 19). When the environ-
ment is habit-forming, the person doesn’t have to
be. Take pressure off yourself by being in the loca-
tion that will do the heavy lifting for you because it’s
structured and organized around a particular task.

Aquarius (Jan. 20-Feb. 18). As humans, we have
a limited understanding of our own motives. What
you do know is that, at the very least, you’re trying
to create unity, not discord. With this as your lode-
star, move forward.

Pisces (Feb. 19-March 20). Solid organization
helps you deal with the unexpected. And more im-
portantly, it allows you to be confident and relaxed
whether things are going to plan or not.

ASTROLOGY

Today is Wednesday, March 17, the 76th day of
2021. There are 289 days left in the year. This is St.
Patrick’s Day. 

On this date in: 
1762: New York held its first St. Patrick’s Day pa-

rade. 
1776: The Revolutionary War Siege of Boston end-

ed as British forces evacuated the city. 
1936: Pittsburgh’s Great St. Patrick’s Day Flood

began as the Monongahela and Allegheny rivers and
their tributaries, swollen by rain and melted snow,
started exceeding flood stage; the high water was
blamed for more than 60 deaths. 

1966: A U.S. Navy midget submarine located a
missing hydrogen bomb that had fallen from a U.S.
Air Force B-52 bomber into the Mediterranean off
Spain. (It took several more weeks to actually recov-
er the bomb.)

1969: Golda Meir became prime minister of Israel. 

TODAY IN HISTORY

“My concept was that my shoe would act as a wallet.
I don’t like carrying one around, so why not have it in a
shoe? I also wanted it to be eco-friendly so everything I
used to create it was recyclable materials,” she said. An-
sley’s shoe featured an innovative zippered sole which
acts as a wallet, along with built-in coin pouches.

Students sketched their concepts and elaborated on
various features by creating a full color poster advertis-
ing the new shoe. Using paper and tape, students made
a three-dimensional, full scale model. This model was
then carefully deconstructed, and the individual paper
pieces were used as the pattern for cutting out clay that
had been rolled into slabs.

Finally, students joined the pieces of clay together
and sculpted details. 

Ansley confessed, “it was more difficult than I
thought it was going to be. I had trouble getting the
heel on because the clay kept indenting and cracking.
This is only my first time sculpting with clay and see-
ing it go from paper to 3D was really crazy. I had a lot of
errors but I could see how it all fit together.” 

When using clay, it’s important to work quickly and
the coronavirus caused delays for some students. “We
had kids who had to quarantine at home,” explained
Munsell. “Sometimes they can’t pick up their clay from
school or get someone to pick it up for them so, when
they do return to school, they have to restart the pro-
ject. Even though they may have had an awesome idea,
they had to narrow it down, take elements away and
simplify so they could accomplish it.” 

Ansley was able to complete her shoe as she origi-
nally envisioned and, after it was fired in the kiln, she
turned to the surface decoration.

Many students chose to use traditional ceramic
glazes which can bleed and run when fired. Ansley opt-
ed for paint instead. “I brushed really small stiches all
over this shoe, at least 1,000 of them. I used acrylic in-
stead of glaze so those details wouldn’t disappear.” 

In reflecting on this project, Munsell realized her
novice students weren’t yet proficient with glazes and
that those who opted for acrylics seemed happier with
their final shoe. “That was a good teachable moment
for me so when I teach this again, I’ll encourage more
acrylic because the results are better for them.”

“Sometimes students are a little disappointed be-
cause they get their piece out of the kiln and it’s
cracked or it’s not what they expected. I try to help
them see that it might not look like what you had in
mind, but we can work with it. I always tell them in-
stead of starting over, you just have to ‘Bob Ross’ it.
Every time something goes wrong, make it into a hap-
py accident, turn it into something else.”

No doubt the iconic PBS art instructor and TV host
would agree. In these days of COVID, we’re all having
to adapt, think creatively and be resourceful. The pan-
demic is now part of each student’s personal journey.
These sculpted shoes will tell that story and be a sym-
bol of their resiliency. 

“I didn’t not expect to teach ceramics during a pan-

demic,” said Munsell. “It has been stressful but so
much fun. During this time, I keep telling them we just
have to keep moving. We’re making progress, every-
thing is a work in progress. We’re all learning here, un-
expected things happen, it’s part of life.”

This article is part of COCA’s Creativity Persists col-
lection and highlights how area arts educators are
continuing to teach and inspire during the COVID-19
pandemic. Amanda Karioth Thompson is the Assis-
tant Director for the Council on Culture & Arts. COCA is
the capital area’s umbrella agency for arts and culture
(www.tallahasseearts.org). 

Once students joined the pieces of clay together they refined the shape and sculpted details. SPECIAL TO THE
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Using paper and tape, students made a
three-dimensional, full scale model of their shoe.
SPECIAL TO THE TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

Ceramics
Continued from Page 1C

“I always tell them instead of starting

over, you just have to ‘Bob Ross’ it. Ev-

ery time something goes wrong, make

it into a happy accident, turn it into

something else.”

Victoria Munsell

Art teacher

value of enforcement with education,” says Valido. “I
want the same importance that we place on wearing
seat belts applied to distracted driving.” Her degree in
marketing from Florida State University comes in
handy as she develops education and awareness cam-
paigns, events, and partnerships with parents and
teen advocacy groups.

Valido is not only a state leader in safe driving, she
volunteers her time and expertise with driver organi-
zations serving youth and parents including Donate
Life Florida, LifeSavers National Conference, Safe Kids
of the Big Bend, and Tallahassee Community College. 

In her role as director of the Florida Teen Safe Driv-
ing Coalition, Valido develops programming to edu-
cate teens, parents, law enforcement, and others
about the dangers of distracted driving, and the op-
portunity that we all have to create change through our
choices.

“I know we’re making a difference when I look to the
right and left in my car and don’t see people on their

phones,” she says with a smile. “I shouldn’t be sur-
prised to see people doing the right thing, but I always
notice when someone doesn’t have their nose down
looking at their phone.”

Working closely with law enforcement to develop
and distribute teen traffic safe-driving materials
across Florida, Valido also operates the National Stu-
dents Against Destructive Decisions (SADD) Office for
Florida, supporting 65 SADD student chapter groups
in Florida. “SADD used to just be about drunk driving,
but it’s been updated to include anything that can take
your focus off of the road,” says Valido. “It’s great to see
teenagers recognize that.”

She doesn’t do it alone. “Seeing others in the com-
munity who are dedicated to change and hearing from
people who have been affected by road tragedies re-
minds me that we are all students of life,” she says
warmly. “I am inspired by people who are brave
enough to speak publicly about something personal
like loss.” 

And, Valido is certain that there can be an end to
road tragedies. “How many people is it acceptable to
have die on the road,” she asks definitively. “None. We
have the power to make that happen through our
choices.”

Valido
Continued from Page 1C


