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Graduating from high school, bound for a future in college or the workforce, is not a dream for 
students in the Edgewood area schools, it’s expected. 

And the Greater Edgewood Education Foundation is doing everything it can to help students be 
successful in school and realize their dreams for the future. 

For the last five years, the Greater Edgewood Education Foundation, or GEEF, has been serving 
the students and parents of the greater Edgewood area through various programs with the goal of 
preparing every child with the tools and resources needed to be successful in learning and to 
graduate from high school well prepared for post-secondary education or the workforce. 

“Students need to start thinking about tomorrow because they need to be planning for it today,” 
Deb Merlock, president and founder of the foundation, said. “When parents don’t have the tools 
to share with their children the value of learning, it’s hard for children to have the value of 
learning.” 

The foundation serves parents and students from kindergarten through 12th grade at Abingdon, 
Deerfield, Edgewood and William Paca/Old Post Road elementary schools, and Edgewood 
Middle and High schools. 

“The Greater Edgewood Education Foundation Inc. is a partnership of diverse community 
members who will build community partnerships that will raise public awareness, pride and 
support for the quality of education in the Greater Edgewood Area Schools and enhance 
educational opportunities for its students,” according to its Web site, geefinc.com. 

With years of success under its belt, the GEEF will be celebrating its fifth anniversary at its 
annual gala and silent auction this evening (Wednesday) at the Richlin Ballroom in Edgewood at 
5:30 p.m. 

The gala will feature special presentations of awards to teachers and businesses in the 
community. Tickets are $55 each and available online at geefinc.com. All of the proceeds go to 
scholarships the GEEF awards annually. 

 



WHAT IT’S ALL ABOUT 

The GEEF started out as one woman’s dream to change the negative perception of the Edgewood 
community. 

“There was just a lot of negativity about education in the Edgewood community,” Merlock, 
whose children attend schools in the Edgewood area, said. “I started the foundation as a way to 
change the perception of how the community sees the schools in the Edgewood community.” 

Merlock said the first major program the foundation got involved with was the SMILE - Youth 
Leadership Academy. 

SMILE stands for Students Modeling Interactive Leadership in Edgewood and the Youth 
Leadership Retreat is designed to empower students with the skills to make positive choices, 
gain self-confidence and learn skills that are critical to their lifelong development, according to 
the foundation’s Web site. 

For three days and two nights, 40 students, ages 7 to 9, attend a retreat at Harford Glen 
Environmental Nature Center in Bel Air. 

“It’s so awesome,” Merlock said, adding that the foundation hires the Maryland Leadership 
Workshop to work with the students. “Students say it’s the best part of their summer. One 
student said it’s like school, but so much more fun.” 

At the retreat, students work on building their leadership skills and developing personal plans. 

“The goal of the foundation is not to duplicate what takes place in school, but to provide students 
with the self-skills that strengthen learning,” Merlock said. 

The cost of the retreat is $350 per student, all of which is paid for by the foundation except for 
$75, which is paid by the parent. 

“If a student’s family can’t afford that, they are not charged,” Merlock said. 

Merlock said guidance counselors within the schools identify students who would benefit from 
this program; letters are also sent home to parents of interested students. 

Cathy Poniatowski, a paraeducator at Edgewood Middle School and foundation board member, 
said both of her children, Megan, 13, and Alex, 12, have participated in the Youth Leadership 
Academy. 

“Both of my children have benefited from the program GEEF offers,” she said, adding that her 
children also participate in other foundation programs. “The programs for goal setting, in part, 
have been really good for them.” 

Poniatowski said the goal setting programs help her children think about the future so they can
formulate a plan to achieve their dreams. 

“The GEEF is proving the tools for them to realize their dreams,” she said. 



As a board member for the last two years, Poniatowski has had the privilege of staying overnight 
with the students at Harford Glen. 

“I got to see firsthand the work they do,” she said, adding that it is nice to see the trip come full 
circle when the students give presentations to their families at the end of the three days. 

Poniatowski said the foundation, as a whole, is important to parents and students. 

“The work that they are doing is remarkable,” she said. “If you instill the idea that college is an 
expectation rather than a dream that won’t be realized, it turns their [the students’] thinking 
around to find a way to make their dreams come true.” 

The SMILE - Youth Leadership Academy is part of the foundation’s College Pathways, which 
includes multiple programs for parents and students. 

This year was the second year for the GEEF’s Finding Your Future educational conference, 
which is also a part of College Pathways. 

At the end of September, about 150 parents and students attended an all-day conference at
Edgewood High School to participate in various workshops. 

Some of the workshops included topics such as setting goals, planning for college, applying for
scholarships and achieving the best SAT scores. 

Another new program that was started last year was Career Cluster Day for 10th grade students 
at Edgewood High School. 

Merlock said the 10th graders are broken into four groups and visit stations where professionals 
talk about different jobs. 

“We want to create an awareness of the types of jobs there are out there and not limit the child’s 
thoughts,” Merlock said. “High school is such an important place to determine your next step. 
The courses you take today are setting you up for the career, college or work you will be doing 
when you graduate.” 

During the last five years, the foundation has been able to award $12,000 in scholarship money 
to 12 students at Edgewood High. 

“Our goal is to give a scholarship to every student who graduates from [Edgewood] high 
school,” Merlock said, adding the scholarships range from $500 to $1,500. “Our goal is to 
support the child that may not have the means to get to college.” 

Students submit an application for the grant, which is reviewed by a foundation committee. 

“At this point, our priority is first generation college-bound students,” Merlock said. “Then we 
look at the application for GPA, for school attendance and how well they have written their 
scholarship essay.” 



All of the money for the scholarships is raised through events the foundation hosts, and, so far, 
the foundation has been able to award scholarship money to all the students who have applied. 

“It certainly is helpful to the students,” Mark Wolkow, president of the Harford County Board of 
Education, who has been involved with the foundation since its inception, said. 

He said money is a stumbling block for some families when it comes to sending their kids to 
college, so it’s great the foundation is able to lift some of that burden. 

Merlock said the foundation has a close partnership with Harford Community College, so that 
once students get there, the college is able to help find ways to keep them enrolled. 

In addition to being involved with the scholarship program, Harford Community College is also 
a part of the foundation’s new program College Connections. 

On Friday, 40 students from Edgewood High School, who are academically able to pursue a 
college career but may not have considered it, will travel to HCC. 

At the college, the students will be connected with college counselors to discuss their future, as 
well as with academic writers to learn how to write essays for college applications. 

“We are trying to demystify the college process,” Merlock said. 

The foundation does more than just serve students and parents, it also serves teachers as well. 

“The Edgewood area schools are the best place to teach,” Merlock said. “We want the teachers to 
feel warm and welcome.” 

Merlock said all new teachers at schools in the Edgewood area receive a welcome bag filled with 
gifts from the business community as part of the foundation’s Teacher Incentive Program. 

The foundation also has the Everyday Heroes program, where one teacher from each of the six 
schools in the Edgewood area is awarded for his or her outstanding dedication to students. 

Those teachers are nominated by fellow peers, parents and students, and a foundation committee 
selects the winners. 

The teachers are recognized at the foundation’s annual gala, receive a $100 grant to use in the 
classroom and receive a gift from the business community. 

Teachers can also apply for grants for parent involvement from the foundation at any time during 
the year. 

“We give a couple thousand dollars every year in grants,” Merlock said. 

In addition to serving the students, parents and teachers of the Edgewood area, Wolkow said the 
foundation serves the community as a whole. 



“Another key part of what we are about is really community building,” Wolkow said, adding that 
Edgewood does not have a built-in structure like the municipalities in the county that have their 
own government. 

In Aberdeen, Bel Air and Havre de Grace, Wolkow said, there is a structure in place that is 
responsible for putting together events like a 5K race. 

By hosting a 5K race and a student art exhibition sale, Wolkow said the foundation is filling the 
gap in Edgewood. 

“It’s great for a community to have things to celebrate,” he said. 

THE ANNUAL GALA 

Tonight’s gala will recognize various teachers and businesses from the Edgewood community, 
and will feature Harford County Public Schools Superintendent Robert Tomback and State 
Superintendent of Schools Nancy Grasmick as guest speakers. 

“As a whole, we are celebrating a community of learners,” Merlock said, adding that about 200 
people are planning to attend the event. 

The teachers selected as Everyday Heroes will also be honored at the gala. 

Merlock said the principal from each of the Edgewood area schools will speak about the teachers 
selected. 

“That is always touching,” Merlock said, adding that she thinks the principal presentations are 
best part of the evening. 

Various businesses that have played an integral part in the foundation’s successes will also be 
honored. 

“One thing that really is a key success factor is all of the partnerships, “ Wolkow said. “With 
partnerships, you can just get a whole lot more done with a lot less effort. It allows us to do so 
much with relatively little members.” 

THE FUTURE 

As GEEF celebrates five years of success, the foundation is also looking to the future with plans 
to start two new programs, one for elementary students and one for the high school, in February, 
if funding is available. 

The elementary program is called Career Exploration Challenge. Students will be asked to write 
an essay about the career they think will be important in their future. 

“The goal is to get them to think about what kind of jobs there will be when they graduate,” 
Merlock said. 



After being reviewed by a foundation committee, five essays from each of the elementary 
schools will be selected, and those students will present their essays at a special dinner. 

The high school program the foundation is looking to implement is College Ready Day, which is 
a Saturday workshop for students and parents to learn how to fill out the Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA, form for college. 

Students and parents will be able to go into the computer lab and receive help filling out the 
form. 

Just two more tools to help the students who need it, and want it, the most. 

 


