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Vision
Central City Cyberschool’s (C3) vision is to provide youth 
with a joyful, high-quality education that prepares them with 
the skills, confidence and real-world experience to pursue 
the career path they choose and secure family-sustaining 
employment. Together with our community partners, we  
will build a pipeline of highly skilled talent for Milwaukee 
that transforms individuals, families and communities.

History
C3 has always been a trailblazer. It is one of the first two 
charter schools to open in Milwaukee in 1999. Since 
the beginning, this women and minority-led school was 
specifically founded to serve the Parklawn public housing 
development, which is defined as an “extreme poverty 
area” by the U.S. Census Bureau. For more than 20 years, 
the school has been quietly expanding and evolving, 
figuring out the best way to make sure every student – 
from kindergarten through postsecondary school –  
can improve their quality of life now and in the future. 

C3 originally opened to serve children in four-year-old 
kindergarten through eighth grade via a grade school and 
before- and after-school programming. However, our eighth 
grade graduates and their families could not find a high 
school option of the same caliber. The extreme opportunity 
gap in Milwaukee and scarcity of seats in high-quality high 
schools led parents to urge C3 to add a high school and a 
postsecondary school pathway. C3 began adding grades  
9 to 12 in the fall of 2019, starting with a ninth grade class.

Our new high school and postsecondary program will 
ensure C3 families maintain connections that help them 
achieve their full potential. 

C3 VISION & HISTORY



C3 NEEDS YOU

Improve the quality 
of life for children 
and families who 
need it most.

Increase 
postsecondary 
school completion 
and the diversity  
of Milwaukee’s 
talent pipeline for 
people of color  
and women.

Provide families  
with access to a 
trusted support 
system from K4 
-14th grade.

Help more children 
attend a school 
with a proven track 
record of success.

Partner with school leaders of color  
who grew up in Milwaukee’s central city.

We connect with Milwaukee’s hard-to-reach students and those 
challenged by poverty and violence, racial and economic injustices, 
and sustained traumatic stress because we grew up here with similar 
backgrounds. We have experienced the bigotry of under-expectations, 
over-penalization and microaggessions. We understand our students, 
where they come from, what’s happened to them, and what they need 
to make it. For anyone who hopes to be a meaningful ally in tackling 
racism and reducing Milwaukee’s opportunity gap, the first step is 
supporting educators who look like us and our students. C3’s principals 
and assistant principal are people of color, as are 61% of faculty.

Improve the quality of life for children 
and families who need it most.

C3 is located in the Parklawn public housing development.*  
Nearly 97% of school families are African American or Black, and 
100% are eligible for the federal government’s free breakfast and  
lunch program. C3 students often face invisible challenges. For 
learning to take place, students must have their fundamental  
needs met and to feel physically and emotionally safe. Here are  
four ways our families receive care:

Crisis stabilization services. C3 and its partners provide 
assistance in the most acute areas of need: food, shelter, clothing, 
health, utility bills and hygiene products.

Mental health services. SaintA and Jewish Family Services 
run onsite clinics to bring mental health care directly to students 
and families. Experience and research show a link between mental 
health needs and a child’s ability to learn. School-based mental 
health can help remove health barriers and improve physical, 
emotional and behavioral well-being.

	Trauma informed care. All C3 teachers are trained in SaintA’s 
trauma informed care, which applies what neuroscience has taught 
about how the brain develops, functions and recovers from trauma 
to help children overcome adverse experiences and thrive.

		 Social and emotional learning (SEL). C3 partners with 
Second Step to provide SEL, which is the process by which 
children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, 
attitudes and skills necessary to understand and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy 
for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, solve 
problems and make responsible decisions.

Partner with  
school leaders  
of color who grew 
up in Milwaukee’s 
central city.

*“Parklawn is an ‘extreme poverty area’ as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau, where 40% or more 
of the residents live in a block numbering area with incomes under the poverty level. In Parklawn, 
single females head about 90% of the households. The median household income of Parklawn 
residents is $11,204, well below the poverty level.” Source: The Housing Authority, City of Milwaukee 
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Provide families with access to a trusted 
support system from K4-14th grade. 

For children and parents to thrive, they need to experience stability in their lives. A serious challenge 
for C3 families is leaving behind their support network when students graduate from grade school.  
Our new high school and postsecondary program will ensure C3 families maintain connections that 
help them achieve their full potential. Students will have a safe place to learn along with access to 
everything they need to do their homework, including “warm demanders” i.e., adults  who provide 
the social, emotional and instructional support necessary to stay on track. Adults will continue to 
have access to classes, coaching and other resources in five key areas to help build and maintain 
a stable household: health, education, finances, employment and caring connections.

Increase 
postsecondary 
school completion 
and the diversity of 
Milwaukee’s talent 
pipeline for people  
of color and women.

A contributing factor to the high dropout 
rates for youth in Milwaukee’s central 
city is the lack of a clear, transparent 
connection between academic programs 
of study and tangible opportunities in the 
labor market. The primary goal of C3’s 
model is to equip students with the 
guidance and resources they need to:

Acquire early and engaging experiences 
with the work world to make their aca-
demic studies in school meaningful and 
to fully prepare them with the workplace 
skills required by employers.

Graduate from high school.

Earn a postsecondary degree, pursue  
a four-year degree or enter the military.

Secure employment that empowers 
them to be self-sufficient.

Help more children attend  
a school with a proven track 
record of success.

C3 has always been a trailblazer. It was one of the first 
two charter schools to open in Milwaukee in 1999. 
For more than 20 years, the school has been quietly 
expanding and evolving, figuring out the best way to 
make sure every child – from kindergarten through 
postsecondary school – can improve their quality of  
life now and in the future. 

Recognition
C3 received the “School of Recognition” award from 
the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI) 
for “Beating the Odds.” 

School Growth
C3 increases student growth faster than average 
for schools in the city of Milwaukee and the state of 
Wisconsin, according to DPI. On the most recent state 
report card, DPI reported that C3’s “School Growth” 
score was 70.8 out of 100 compared to a score of 66.0 
for the state, 64.1 for Milwaukee Public Schools and 58.0 
for neighborhood schools.

Student Retention Rate
C3 closely tracks attrition to ensure the school is keeping 
students and meeting its mission. On average, more than 
95% of C3 students remain in school.

C3’s proposal will add 250-300 new high-quality 
seats for Milwaukee families.



C3 LEADERSHIP TEAM
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Jessica Whitaker 
Executive Director 
Central City Cyberschool

Patience Wade 
Director (Principal)
High School

Denna Blue-Miller 
Operations Manager 
Central City Cyberschool

Lasae Simpson 
Assistant Director (Asst. Principal)
High School

Leon Williams  
Director (Principal) 
Grade School



C3 students outperformed 
their peers on the state 
report card.

Our school increased student 
achievement faster than average.

Wisconsin State Accountability Report Card School Demographics
C3 was founded to educate students from under-
resourced communities.

Economically Disadvantaged
C3: 	 99.3%
MPS:	82.0%
Most recent data reported by Milwaukee Public Schools is 2018.

C3 2020-2021 REPORT CARD

I am happy to say that I have two sons who are the first 
in our family with bachelor’s degrees, and I strongly 
believe it was due to the exposure to the positive African 
American men on the C3 staff as role models for them.
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Annual Parent Survey

C3 provides a safe 
school environment.

C3 has a good 
reputation in the 
community.

If my child or I need to talk 
to a teacher, we are able to 
get in touch with them.
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Gabrielle Humphrey, parent

One of the most powerful ways 
to ensure academic, social and 
emotional success for Black 
and African American students 
is to have mentors in their daily  
lives who look like them. 

of faculty are  
people of color

Student Race/Ethnicity
Black/African American: 96.5%
Other Races: 3.6%
Annual race/ethnicity percentages  
may not add up to 100 due to rounding.



Who We Are
Central City Cyberschool of Milwaukee (C3) is a nonprofit, 
nonselective public charter school that serves economically 
disadvantaged students from the Parklawn public housing 
development and surrounding neighborhoods. Nearly 97% 
of school families are African American or Black, and 100% 
are eligible for the federal government’s free breakfast and 
lunch program.

This women- and minority-led school has been educating 
students since 1999. For the past two decades, C3 has served 
children in four-year-old kindergarten through eighth grade 
via a grade school and before- and after-school programming.  
In the fall of 2019, C3 began adding grades 9-12, starting 
with a ninth grade class.

The Need
For Milwaukee’s Black residents, the opportunity gap is significant.

CENTRAL CITY CYBERSCHOOL  
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C3 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Students

	 Only 66.9% of Black students graduate  
from high school.

	 One-third of Black graduates enroll in 
postsecondary school.

	 Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction

Tech Workers

	 Milwaukee ranks 69th out of 93 U.S. 
metro areas for employing Black workers 
in tech jobs.

	 Only 4.6% of computer and math jobs  
are filled by people who are Black, down 
from 5.1%.

	 Milwaukee’s Black population is 
underrepresented in tech jobs by 8.6%.

	 Source: Brookings Institution

February 2018: The City 
of Milwaukee Charter School 
Review Committee votes 
unanimously to support  
C3’s expansion.

July 2018: The Wisconsin 
Department of Public Instruction 
awards a $750,000 grant to C3 
to kick-start the expansion into 
grades 9-12.

August 2019: C3 welcomes 
its first ninth grade class.



Program Proposal
C3’s innovative school model leverages public and private 
partnerships that enable youth from under-resourced neighborhoods 
to receive a C3 education from preschool straight through high school, 
while gaining relevant work experience. The primary goal of this 
program is to equip students with the guidance and resources they 
need to graduate from high school, earn a postsecondary degree,  
and secure employment that empowers them to be self-sufficient.

C3 proposes building a new wing onto the school’s existing campus. 
This expansion will provide the space necessary to:

	 Add 250-300 new high-quality high school seats for Milwaukee 
families, growing enrollment from 400 students to approximately  
650-700 students.

	 Offer a complete K4-12th grade experience. 

	 Provide comprehensive services to postsecondary students, 
including academic, social, emotional and cultural support.

Expected Outcomes
Students need early and engaging experiences with 
the work world to make clear, transparent connections 
between their academic studies and tangible employ-
ment opportunities. After nearly five years of strategic 
planning, C3 is well prepared to support students in 
becoming productive members of the community and 
role models for future generations.

C3 established the following six expected 
outcomes:

1.		 Serve youth at risk of dropping out.

2.		 Reduce the opportunity gap for students in under-
resourced neighborhoods.

3.		 Increase Milwaukee’s high school graduation rate.

4.		 Increase postsecondary school completion and 
career readiness with a focus on tech skills.

5.		 Support students in achieving gainful employment.

6.		 Increase the diversity of Milwaukee’s talent pipeline 
for people of color and women.

Investment
For the first time since C3’s launch in 1999, 
the school will need to look to members of the 
extended community to provide the means 
for facility funding. To complete this project, 
we need to raise approximately $3 million, 
which includes building a new school wing 
and furnishing it with furniture, fixtures and 
equipment. C3’s financial model is self-
sustaining, and we do not anticipate needing 
additional funding beyond this capacity-
building campaign.

Your support of Central City Cyberschool will 
bring a solid return on your investment. The 
school’s faculty and staff are fully committed 
not only to their students’ academic and career 
success but also to their well-being. The team is 
experienced, qualified and motivated to achieve 
this program’s full potential.

CENTRAL CITY CYBERSCHOOL  
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C3 student apprentices work at  
We Energies.

Heaven’s Table BBQ provides hands-
on training in their food truck



C3 TESTIMONIAL

People say that kids are 
the future, but these kids 
are living in the right 
now. They need your help 
right now.

W hen you live and work in Milwaukee’s 
central city, there are some organizations 

that everyone knows about like Gee’s Clippers, 
JJ Fish & Chicken and Central City Cyberschool 
(C3). We want to raise our voices for C3 
because they have earned it.

C3 has been quietly and effectively serving 
the Parklawn public housing development for 
more than 20 years. In the Parklawn neighbor-
hood, the YMCA went out of business. There 
wasn’t a library, after-school programming or 
other typical resources. C3 came in to bridge 
those gaps.

Since C3 is a major community anchor in 
Parklawn and the people in our two organiza-
tions share the same objectives and really know 
each other, it just made sense for us to partner 
together to make a collective impact. 

C3 has a great culture. The administrators and 
teachers are very passionate about the school’s 
mission. They know every student by name, and 
they know each student’s story too. That is not 
typical. C3 students believe that their teachers 

care about them. The students are eager to 
learn and do the work it takes to be successful 
inside and outside of the classroom, and that’s 
what school should be, right?

Safe & Sound’s mission is to create safer 
neighborhoods by uniting law enforcement 
with residents and kids through community 
organizing and youth development. One of the 
things we appreciate about working with the C3 
administrators and teachers is that they don’t 
view their organization as just a school. For 
them, it’s a community center that every student 
and adult in the neighborhood can access. 

If you are thinking about a donation to C3, we 
strongly encourage you to invest in this school. 
Parklawn is a public housing development. That 
means the kids in this neighborhood really need 
your support. 

People say that kids are the future, but these 
kids are living in the right now. They need your 
help right now.

Danielle “DJ” Johnson, Community Organizer, Safe & Sound
Diamond Thompson, District Team Manager, Safe & Sound

CENTRAL CITY CYBERSCHOOL  
4301 North 44th Street  |  Milwaukee, WI 53216

DIAMOND THOMPSON  |  diamond@safesound.org  |  414.220.4798
DANIELLE JOHNSON  |  danielle@safesound.org  |  414.220.4798



One of the qualities that 
makes C3 a standout 
school is that the faculty 
and staff are embedded 
in �the community.

T here are nights, when at the end of the day, 
I don’t want to leave this school. Central 

City Cyberschool (C3) is an exemplary school 
with a dynamite staff that has done an incredible 
job serving students and families, and it’s a 
fantastic place to do therapy. I can say this with 
authority, because, for 10 years, Jewish Family 
Services has been working onsite and offering 
mental health services to C3 students. And, it is 
because of this school’s orientation as a trauma-
informed community – committed to educating 
the whole child and sensitive to their social and 
emotional needs – that we are still here.

Cyberschool has been on the cutting edge of 
mental health care for students right where they 
spend the bulk of their day. The school’s faculty 
and staff share our view that strong social and 
emotional health often precedes academic 
success. That’s why Jewish Family Services is 
not the only professional organization partnering 
with the school. C3 is protective and caring 
about their students, so they have carefully 
screened key professional organizations to 

provide other essential wraparound services to 
students. This collaborative therapeutic alliance, 
built on trust and mutual respect, helps create 
space for a student’s own innate healing and 
growth. 

One of the qualities that makes C3 a standout 
school is that the faculty and staff are 
embedded in the community. By bringing 
together community stakeholders – people who 
know each other’s stories – to live and work and 
collaborate together, the school has become a 
stable anchor in the neighborhood. Starting with 
a foundation of mutual respect among students, 
families and teachers makes C3 an ideal place 
to have a mental health clinic and helps make 
therapy more efficient and effective than it 
would be otherwise. 

With C3’s openness and collaborative spirit, I 
am able to do good work inside and outside of 
this school. When the therapist feels energized 
and connected, the therapist does good work. 
Like I said, there are some nights that I don’t 
want to go home.

Aaron Heffernan, MA, LCSW  
Psychotherapist, Jewish Family Services

CENTRAL CITY CYBERSCHOOL  
4301 North 44th Street  |  Milwaukee, WI 53216

AARON HEFFERNAN
aheffernan@jfsmilw.org  |  414.390.5800

Jewish
Family
Services
 Robert & Mimi Habush

Family Center
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The family commitment  
to what C3 is doing is 
incredible and a testament 
to the school’s strength  
in the neighborhood.

I am writing in my capacity as an Upward 
Bound Counselor at Marquette University 

to fully endorse Central City Cyberschool’s 
(C3) capital campaign, which will allow  
students to receive a C3 education from  
K4 straight through high school.

Through my roles at Marquette, I’ve been in 
many schools and C3 truly stands out. I have 
seen firsthand the joyful, supportive environment 
that C3 has worked to cultivate. C3 is very 
much a community school, where families 
go even after school hours. C3’s positive and 
supportive family-type environment has become 
synonymous with the school’s name.

When I first started working with families at C3, 
I was there two to three times a week working 
with middle school students and exposing 
them to the possibilities of college. In fact, 
when I joined Marquette University, my very first 
group of eighth graders were from C3 and that 
experience still stands out as one of my fondest 
memories. I led the students on a three-day 
college tour. The moment those eighth graders 
stepped onto college campuses, they bought 

into the idea that college might be for them. 
You could see the sparks. The excitement 
was contagious and traveled to their younger 
siblings who were inspired by their enthusiasm.

It was pretty awesome to watch their optimism 
grow as they discovered their interests and 
aspirations. I could see students figure out 
their next steps and how they were going to 
get to them.

That was only possible because of the 
phenomenal staff at C3, where they invest 
time during the school day to begin building 
students’ expectations about their future and 
include discussions and field trips that expose 
middle school students to the possibilities 
after high school. 

The family commitment to what C3 is doing 
is incredible and a testament to the school’s 
strength in the neighborhood. This commitment 
is one of the reasons Marquette University 
continues to partner with C3 year after year 
through both our Upward Bound and Talent 
Search programs.

Ashlie Jones, Upward Bound Counselor 
Marquette University Educational Opportunity Programs
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ASHLIE JONES
ashlie.jones@marquette.edu  |  414.288.7584
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Appendix

Education is the best gift

Your investment helps ensure Milwaukee youth receive 

a joyful, high-quality education that prepares them 

with the skills, confidence and real-world experience 

to pursue the career path they choose.



MILWAUKEE — When Nancy Benifield stood 180 feet above the

ground on the roof of the We Energies Oak Creek Power Plant, she

could see steam rising from part of the plant below and was amazed 

by the sheer scope and size of the organism that helps deliver energy 

to her home every day.

“When you first get there, it looks like an Army base. It’s so big!”

exclaims Nancy. She follows with the list of gear she needs to wear 

every time she is at the site: work boots, gloves, earplugs, helmet,

goggles, face mask. “They told me I was going to get dirty. There’s

a lot of hard-working people there. And it is s-o-o-o-o big!” she says 

again. “Sometimes, I cannot remember what floor I am on.” 

The Central City Cyberschool (C3) freshman says the magnitude of 

the plant is not the only characteristic that has sharpened her insight 

into the working world. Nancy is quick to add that her mentor,

Principle Engineer Elizabeth Ehrke, is among those pioneer women 

in a field traditionally dominated by men. Ehrke has eagerly shared

her success in the field.

Those are the kinds of impressions that LaQuita Evans, senior 

power plant supervisor, hopes will stick with students. 

C3 and We Energies have partnered

through the African American 

Business Resource Group of Wiscon-

sin to create hands-on, long-term

learning experiences for students in a

new apprenticeship program. Evans is 

a mentor and coordinates the program 

on the We Energies side of that

collaboration. 

“I want to show them – someone who 

looks like them – that all things are

possible,” says Evans, an

African-American female plant 

supervisor. “Because I never thought 

that I would be doing something like

this. And here I am, a success story.”

The 2020-21 academic year served as

a pilot for the apprenticeship program 

with two students. Four more are

planned to begin their apprenticeship

next year, with expectations to engage 

new students every year that may stay 

in the program through high school

graduation. They begin with simple

job shadowing and exposure to 

workplace culture and expectations.

Eventually, the school and company 

hope to increase the benefits and 

impact of the program in the students’ 

junior and senior years that could

possibly lead to permanent jobs for

those who wish to apply.

“We hope the skills these young 

people pick up will prepare them for

job opportunities at We Energies,”

Evans explains. “This is an invest-

ment for us as well. We’re learning

that we have a new population of 

Central City Cyberschool students leap 

into the real world with We Energies

Viewing Lake Michigan on top of the We Energies Oak Creek Power Plant are from 

left to right: Nancy Benifield and Nyja Taylor, students at Central City Cyberschool 

and apprentices at We Energies; LaQuita Evans, senior power plant supervisor, 

We Energies; and Elizabeth Ehrke, principal engineer, We En-ergies.

students with new ideas and new technology that we 

are learning about as well.”

Ehrke adds that the collaboration is as much a recruit-

ing tool for the company as it is a bridge to possible 

work for students. Ehrke mentors Nancy and her

classmate Nyja Taylor on site. 

“We talk about the vast number of opportunities at 

We Energies. We have mechanics, electricians, 

operators and engineers, but we also have doctors, 

realtors, environmental specialists and other jobs that 

students may not expect,” Ehrke lists. “There is lots 

of upward mobility.”

She adds: “We thought really hard about what we

could get them involved with so that it will have 

added value for both them and the company. We want 

them doing things that are going to contribute to their 

development.”

Ehrke and Evans both work in the power generation 

part of the business, but as they envision the appren-

ticeship program expanding, and they can see

students working in other departments. 

So far, Nancy and Nyja have gotten initial exposure 

to the company and much practical advice about what 

it is to work in the world.

“Most definitely, my mentor has taught me about

how important it is to communicate. In the plant, they 

have to talk with each other to stay safe,” Nyja says 

of the workers she has visited.

Learning how to interview, talking about workplace

problems of today and the importance of professional 

demeanor have been among the most valuable

lessons so far, says Nyja. 

Evans says that frankly talking about issues and 

expectations in the workplace, helps provide those 

transferable skills students will need on any job. 

“We’re preparing them for what’s to come – the real 

world.”

Ehrke, too, says she feels that imparting advice that 

others may not think to share is critical for young 

women who may seek to go into a field that is

focused on science, technology, engineering or math.

“As a female in STEM, I always felt I had to prove 

myself, that I must have extraordinary skills in math 

and science,” Ehrke admits. “But now I tell everyone 

I mentor, especially young girls, that STEM and

engineering are open to anyone willing to work hard.

Most of my work is really practical, and most of it I 

learned on the job.

“You are not going to know everything when you

walk into the job. They will teach you,” she adds. 

“Young girls, on average, are not socialized like boys. 

Typically, they are socialized not to take those risks. 

So I want to make those risks safer.”

Evans is quick to jump in. The future stands ready for

young men as well, adding she wants all of the 

students to be successful.

 “I want them to know that this is not easy. But I also 

want them to know that there are good jobs here 

waiting,” she notes. “College is not for everyone. 

Lots of these jobs do not require a college degree and 

are wonderful.”

Having experiences like this apprenticeship make 

career options more visible and realistic for students.

Evans offers her own story: “I started at We Energies

as a seasonal consultant almost 16 years ago. I was 

unemployed at the time and needed a job, so going 

into customer service was my foot in the door. I did 

that for about two-and-a-half years, and then I

jumped into power generation. So, I have been with 

the power plant for quite some time. It was the best 

move I ever could have made. I didn’t know anyone

who worked for the organization, and I didn’t even 

know that this part of the industry ever existed. It 

took that leap.”

It’s a leap into success she says she hopes to coach 

others to make as well.

This shared commitment to introducing students to 

employment opportunities is just one of the program 

benefits that excites school leaders.

“Through apprenticeships at We Energies, our 

students have the opportunity to learn and work 

side-by-side with women and people of color who 

have walked in their shoes and found success,” said 

Patience Wade, director of Central City Cyber-

school’s high school and a Latina woman. “We 

believe our partnership with We Energies is a critical 

strategy for empowering our graduates to achieve 

family-sustaining employment, while increasing the 

diversity of Milwaukee’s talent pipeline."
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MILWAUKEE — When Nancy Benifield stood 180 feet above the 
ground on the roof of the We Energies Oak Creek Power Plant, she 
could see steam rising from part of the plant below and was amazed 
by the sheer scope and size of the organism that helps deliver energy 
to her home every day.
“When you first get there, it looks like an Army base. It’s so big!” 
exclaims Nancy. She follows with the list of gear she needs to wear 
every time she is at the site: work boots, gloves, earplugs, helmet, 
goggles, face mask. “They told me I was going to get dirty. There’s 
a lot of hard-working people there. And it is s-o-o-o-o big!” she says 
again. “Sometimes, I cannot remember what floor I am on.” 
The Central City Cyberschool (C3) freshman says the magnitude of 
the plant is not the only characteristic that has sharpened her insight 
into the working world. Nancy is quick to add that her mentor, 
Principle Engineer Elizabeth Ehrke, is among those pioneer women 
in a field traditionally dominated by men. Ehrke has eagerly shared 
her success in the field.
Those are the kinds of impressions that LaQuita Evans, senior 
power plant supervisor, hopes will stick with students. 

C3 and We Energies have partnered 
through the African American 
Business Resource Group of Wiscon-
sin to create hands-on, long-term 
learning experiences for students in a 
new apprenticeship program. Evans is 
a mentor and coordinates the program 
on the We Energies side of that 
collaboration. 
“I want to show them – someone who 
looks like them – that all things are 
possible,” says Evans, an 
African-American female plant 
supervisor. “Because I never thought 
that I would be doing something like 
this. And here I am, a success story.”
The 2020-21 academic year served as 
a pilot for the apprenticeship program 
with two students. Four more are 
planned to begin their apprenticeship 
next year, with expectations to engage 
new students every year that may stay 
in the program through high school 
graduation. They begin with simple 
job shadowing and exposure to 
workplace culture and expectations. 
Eventually, the school and company 
hope to increase the benefits and 
impact of the program in the students’ 
junior and senior years that could 
possibly lead to permanent jobs for 
those who wish to apply.
“We hope the skills these young 
people pick up will prepare them for 
job opportunities at We Energies,” 
Evans explains. “This is an invest-
ment for us as well. We’re learning 
that we have a new population of 

Central City Cyberschool students leap into 
the real world with We Energies

continued

students with new ideas and new technology that we 
are learning about as well.”
Ehrke adds that the collaboration is as much a recruit-
ing tool for the company as it is a bridge to possible 
work for students. Ehrke mentors Nancy and her 
classmate Nyja Taylor on site. 
“We talk about the vast number of opportunities at 
We Energies. We have mechanics, electricians, 
operators and engineers, but we also have doctors, 
realtors, environmental specialists and other jobs that 
students may not expect,” Ehrke lists. “There is lots 
of upward mobility.”
She adds: “We thought really hard about what we 
could get them involved with so that it will have 
added value for both them and the company. We want 
them doing things that are going to contribute to their 
development.”
Ehrke and Evans both work in the power generation 
part of the business, but as they envision the appren-
ticeship program expanding, and they can see 
students working in other departments. 
So far, Nancy and Nyja have gotten initial exposure 
to the company and much practical advice about what 
it is to work in the world.
“Most definitely, my mentor has taught me about 
how important it is to communicate. In the plant, they 
have to talk with each other to stay safe,” Nyja says 
of the workers she has visited.
Learning how to interview, talking about workplace 
problems of today and the importance of professional 
demeanor have been among the most valuable 
lessons so far, says Nyja. 
Evans says that frankly talking about issues and 
expectations in the workplace, helps provide those 
transferable skills students will need on any job. 
“We’re preparing them for what’s to come – the real 
world.”
Ehrke, too, says she feels that imparting advice that 
others may not think to share is critical for young 
women who may seek to go into a field that is 
focused on science, technology, engineering or math.
“As a female in STEM, I always felt I had to prove 
myself, that I must have extraordinary skills in math 
and science,” Ehrke admits. “But now I tell everyone 
I mentor, especially young girls, that STEM and 
engineering are open to anyone willing to work hard. 

Most of my work is really practical, and most of it I 
learned on the job.
“You are not going to know everything when you 
walk into the job. They will teach you,” she adds. 
“Young girls, on average, are not socialized like boys. 
Typically, they are socialized not to take those risks. 
So I want to make those risks safer.”
Evans is quick to jump in. The future stands ready for 
young men as well, adding she wants all of the 
students to be successful.
 “I want them to know that this is not easy. But I also 
want them to know that there are good jobs here 
waiting,” she notes. “College is not for everyone. 
Lots of these jobs do not require a college degree and 
are wonderful.”
Having experiences like this apprenticeship make 
career options more visible and realistic for students.
Evans offers her own story: “I started at We Energies 
as a seasonal consultant almost 16 years ago. I was 
unemployed at the time and needed a job, so going 
into customer service was my foot in the door. I did 
that for about two-and-a-half years, and then I 
jumped into power generation. So, I have been with 
the power plant for quite some time. It was the best 
move I ever could have made. I didn’t know anyone 
who worked for the organization, and I didn’t even 
know that this part of the industry ever existed. It 
took that leap.”
It’s a leap into success she says she hopes to coach 
others to make as well.
This shared commitment to introducing students to 
employment opportunities is just one of the program 
benefits that excites school leaders.
“Through apprenticeships at We Energies, our 
students have the opportunity to learn and work 
side-by-side with women and people of color who 
have walked in their shoes and found success,” said 
Patience Wade, director of Central City Cyber-
school’s high school and a Latina woman. “We 
believe our partnership with We Energies is a critical 
strategy for empowering our graduates to achieve 
family-sustaining employment, while increasing the 
diversity of Milwaukee’s talent pipeline."
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MILWAUKEE — To high school students, the future as an adult 

seems so distant, and at times, unreachable. But Central City 

Cyberschool is bridging the divide between now and the future 

by bringing partners together with students to identify interests, 

explore career pathways, and provide a foretaste of what life can 

hold.

This spring, six students are getting a taste of the restaurant 

business through an experience brought to them by Jason 

Alston, owner of Heaven’s Table BBQ, a Milwaukee restaurant 

and catering business on Milwaukee’s East Side. 

Twice a month, Alston meets with the students on a Monday to 

discuss and plan a potential menu. Then, he returns on Friday to 

coach them in the preparation and serving from a food truck 

parked at the school, 4340 N. 46th St.

Shaniya Sherrod, a sophomore, says she was surprised at the 

way the whole operation works.

“You can get a lot done in that one truck!” she exclaims. “It’s not 

a big truck. So, at first, I thought the food was cooked some-

where else and brought there. But, no, we do it all right there in 

that truck.”

For Desmond James, a sophomore, the 

experience has carried him beyond his 

comfort zone and into new possibili-

ties.

“I heard about the culinary class and 

thought that it would be a good oppor-

tunity,” he says. 

Under Alston’s tutelage, Desmond is 

learning new things in the kitchen. 

Since some of his family members are 

vegetarians, Desmond says he knows 

how to prepare vegetables. But when 

it comes to meats like ribs and 

briskets, those open a whole new 

arena of food preparation.

“He showed us how to cut the brisket 

and draw a knife through the meat to 

make it a thin or thick slice. Then, he 

showed us how to plate certain dishes 

and make it look nice,” explains 

Desmond.

At 15, Desmond is just coming into an 

age when getting a job becomes a 

possibility. Working with Chef Alston 

might make the search a little easier.

“I think since we have learned some of 

the basics from him, I have a little 

experience now and that will help me 

get a job,” Desmond says, adding that 

taking the course gets him away from 

sitting at a desk and into something 

where he can apply what he is learning 

in school, like handling money or 

measuring ingredients.

“With the direction I am going now 

with the culinary classes, I might like 

being a chef or a cook,” he adds.

Cooking up real-life experiences at 

Central City Cyberschool

Jason Alston (left) instructs a student on the proper way to slice brisket. 

Semaj Moore, also a sophomore, had not thought of 

working in a restaurant, but after his experience 

with Heaven’s Table, he may try it out.

“It’s fun to do, and I am making stuff that I never 

made before,” says Semaj. 

Ribs, brisket, roasted chicken are among the fare the 

students serve up from the food truck. The planning 

and preparation for it all took him by surprise.

“It wasn’t like cooking ground beef,” he explains. “I 

mean, you have to marinade the meat for a day or a 

couple of hours, and you have to season it so it goes 

into the meat enough to taste it. It’s a long process.”

As Alston suspected, most students he is encounter-

ing have not thought about the future. Semaj is just 

beginning to think about life after high school. He 

has a Plan A – go to college and hopefully play for 

the NBA. Then, there is a Plan B – become a 

businessman or architect. 

Initially, Semaj didn’t think about the business 

acumen someone needs to run their own restaurant, 

but in considering what Alston needs to carry off a 

successful venture, Semaj begins to think aloud.

“He needs employees, and he has to think about all 

of that. Who is going to do what and how many. 

Then he has to come up with a design for the 

restaurant and the menu. As Semaj talks, he begins 

to make connections with the business side of 

Heaven’s Table.

Alston says he is committed to creating 

opportunities that students might not otherwise get. 

Perhaps the Heaven’s Table experience will help 

students to at least learn how to cook a little on their 

own or build beginning skills so that they might 

secure a job in the food industry, if that appeals to 

them, he says.

Alston speaks from his own journey as an African 

American man who grew up in Milwaukee and who 

developed a passion for cooking from watching his 

grandfather and uncle.

“My granddad – he’s passed now – he was from 

Tennessee. My uncle was from Mississippi. I played 

as a kid, but when they were cooking, I watched 

what they were doing. I learned from them and my 

mother,” he says of his beginnings as a chef. 

His interests took him to Milwaukee Area Technical 

College’s culinary arts program after he graduated 

from high school. He later continued his studies to 

earn a bachelor’s degree from Cardinal Stritch 

University in business management.

“When you are younger, you typically attach 

yourself to your parents’ hip and you see what 

they’re doing for a living,” Alston explains. “But I 

think there are a lot of single-family homes, where 

kids miss out on learning how to do things because 

there are not enough people around to influence 

them.”

That adult example for Alston led him to success. 

Heaven’s Table is about to expand to include a 

second location. It also fueled Alston’s decision to 

pay the opportunity forward to young people who 

may not have examples that appeal to them.

“My goal is to instill in these students some kind of 

knowledge of cooking so that they will have a life 

skill, and perhaps get a job. I want to help get their 

brains thinking about what they want to do in the 

future,” he says.

“I am a person who has been through what they 

have been through, and maybe because of that, I am 

a little more respected and they may be a little more 

interested in what they can learn,” he adds.

That is precisely why Central City Cyberschool’s 

Lasae Simpson, assistant director of the high school, 

is thrilled about the growing partnerships between 

the school and the business community.

“Students need early and engaging experiences with 

the world of work so that they can make a clear 

connection between their academic studies and 

employment opportunities,” he says. “Our goal is to 

have 100 percent of the student population complete 

an internship or apprenticeship before they graduate 

from high school.”

The school has Alston’s endorsement. He has made 

a commitment to offer the program again during the 

2021-22 school year, and he encourages others to 

consider this kind of partnership.
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MILWAUKEE — To high school students, the future as an adult 
seems so distant, and at times, unreachable. But Central City 
Cyberschool is bridging the divide between now and the future 
by bringing partners together with students to identify interests, 
explore career pathways, and provide a foretaste of what life can 
hold.
This spring, six students are getting a taste of the restaurant 
business through an experience brought to them by Jason 
Alston, owner of Heaven’s Table BBQ, a Milwaukee restaurant 
and catering business on Milwaukee’s East Side. 
Twice a month, Alston meets with the students on a Monday to 
discuss and plan a potential menu. Then, he returns on Friday to 
coach them in the preparation and serving from a food truck 
parked at the school, 4340 N. 46th St.
Shaniya Sherrod, a sophomore, says she was surprised at the 
way the whole operation works.
“You can get a lot done in that one truck!” she exclaims. “It’s not 
a big truck. So, at first, I thought the food was cooked some-
where else and brought there. But, no, we do it all right there in 
that truck.”

For Desmond James, a sophomore, the 
experience has carried him beyond his 
comfort zone and into new possibili-
ties.
“I heard about the culinary class and 
thought that it would be a good oppor-
tunity,” he says. 
Under Alston’s tutelage, Desmond is 
learning new things in the kitchen. 
Since some of his family members are 
vegetarians, Desmond says he knows 
how to prepare vegetables. But when 
it comes to meats like ribs and 
briskets, those open a whole new 
arena of food preparation.
“He showed us how to cut the brisket 
and draw a knife through the meat to 
make it a thin or thick slice. Then, he 
showed us how to plate certain dishes 
and make it look nice,” explains 
Desmond.
At 15, Desmond is just coming into an 
age when getting a job becomes a 
possibility. Working with Chef Alston 
might make the search a little easier.
“I think since we have learned some of 
the basics from him, I have a little 
experience now and that will help me 
get a job,” Desmond says, adding that 
taking the course gets him away from 
sitting at a desk and into something 
where he can apply what he is learning 
in school, like handling money or 
measuring ingredients.
“With the direction I am going now 
with the culinary classes, I might like 
being a chef or a cook,” he adds.

Cooking up real-life experiences at
Central City Cyberschol

continued

Semaj Moore, also a sophomore, had not thought of 
working in a restaurant, but after his experience 
with Heaven’s Table, he may try it out.
“It’s fun to do, and I am making stuff that I never 
made before,” says Semaj. 
Ribs, brisket, roasted chicken are among the fare the 
students serve up from the food truck. The planning 
and preparation for it all took him by surprise.
“It wasn’t like cooking ground beef,” he explains. “I 
mean, you have to marinade the meat for a day or a 
couple of hours, and you have to season it so it goes 
into the meat enough to taste it. It’s a long process.”
As Alston suspected, most students he is encounter-
ing have not thought about the future. Semaj is just 
beginning to think about life after high school. He 
has a Plan A – go to college and hopefully play for 
the NBA. Then, there is a Plan B – become a 
businessman or architect. 
Initially, Semaj didn’t think about the business 
acumen someone needs to run their own restaurant, 
but in considering what Alston needs to carry off a 
successful venture, Semaj begins to think aloud.
“He needs employees, and he has to think about all 
of that. Who is going to do what and how many. 
Then he has to come up with a design for the 
restaurant and the menu. As Semaj talks, he begins 
to make connections with the business side of 
Heaven’s Table.
Alston says he is committed to creating 
opportunities that students might not otherwise get. 
Perhaps the Heaven’s Table experience will help 
students to at least learn how to cook a little on their 
own or build beginning skills so that they might 
secure a job in the food industry, if that appeals to 
them, he says.
Alston speaks from his own journey as an African 
American man who grew up in Milwaukee and who 
developed a passion for cooking from watching his 
grandfather and uncle.
“My granddad – he’s passed now – he was from 
Tennessee. My uncle was from Mississippi. I played 
as a kid, but when they were cooking, I watched 
what they were doing. I learned from them and my 
mother,” he says of his beginnings as a chef. 

His interests took him to Milwaukee Area Technical 
College’s culinary arts program after he graduated 
from high school. He later continued his studies to 
earn a bachelor’s degree from Cardinal Stritch 
University in business management.
“When you are younger, you typically attach 
yourself to your parents’ hip and you see what 
they’re doing for a living,” Alston explains. “But I 
think there are a lot of single-family homes, where 
kids miss out on learning how to do things because 
there are not enough people around to influence 
them.”
That adult example for Alston led him to success. 
Heaven’s Table is about to expand to include a 
second location. It also fueled Alston’s decision to 
pay the opportunity forward to young people who 
may not have examples that appeal to them.

“My goal is to instill in these students some kind of 
knowledge of cooking so that they will have a life 
skill, and perhaps get a job. I want to help get their 
brains thinking about what they want to do in the 
future,” he says.
“I am a person who has been through what they 
have been through, and maybe because of that, I am 
a little more respected and they may be a little more 
interested in what they can learn,” he adds.
That is precisely why Central City Cyberschool’s 
Lasae Simpson, assistant director of the high school, 
is thrilled about the growing partnerships between 
the school and the business community.
“Students need early and engaging experiences with 
the world of work so that they can make a clear 
connection between their academic studies and 
employment opportunities,” he says. “Our goal is to 
have 100 percent of the student population complete 
an internship or apprenticeship before they graduate 
from high school.”
The school has Alston’s endorsement. He has made 
a commitment to offer the program again during the 
2021-22 school year, and he encourages others to 
consider this kind of partnership.
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EXTERIOR - NEW ENTRY FROM 46TH ST
CYBER HIGH ADDITION



INTERIOR - LEARNING STAIR FROM NEW
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CYBER HIGH ADDITION



INTERIOR - COMMONS FROM CORRIDOR
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INTERIOR - STUDIO
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  8. Relocated Memorial Park
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Key
  1. Six-Lane 200M Track
  2. Six-Lane 100M Sprint Track
  3. Long / Triple Jump
  4. Pole Vault
  5. High Jump
  6. Existing Parking
  7. Relocated Memorial Park
  8. New High School Entry
  9. Lower Grades Play Area
10. Outdoor Classroom
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SITE PLAN B - 200M TRACK
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Key
  1. Six-Lane 200M Track
  2. Six-Lane 100M Sprint Track
  3. Long / Triple Jump
  4. Pole Vault
  5. High Jump
  6. Existing Parking
  7. New Drop-Off Lane
  8. Relocated Memorial Park
  9. New High School Entry
10. Lower Grades Play Area
11. Outdoor Classroom

CYBER HIGH ADDITION

SITE PLAN C - 200M TRACK
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