
CAP’s K-6 Aerospace Connections in Education (ACE) Program was launched in 2007 as a free, interactive aerospace/STEM
program for CAP educator members teaching kindergarten through sixth grade. Since its inception, the program has
successfully engaged and inspired students to explore aviation, space, and other STEM-related careers. Using an aerospace
theme, the ACE Program integrates three essential educational pillars — academics, character education, and physical fitness
— while helping students connect classroom learning with real world applications.

During the 2025-2026 school year, 104,570 K-6 students participated in the ACE Program, bringing the total number of
students served since 2007 to 874,616.

To further enhance the program, the ACE Plus Program was developed to foster collaboration between CAP squadrons and
fifth- through eighth-grade classrooms participating in ACE. Through ACE Plus, squadrons extend camaraderie and support to
teachers by providing aerospace/STEM classroom resources, student mentorship, and an introduction to Civil Air Patrol. During
the 2025-2026 school year, a record-breaking 41 collaborative teams involving 3,881 students participated in the ACE Plus
Program.

At the conclusion of each year, nominations are accepted for several national honors, including National ACE School of the
Year, National ACE Teacher of the Year, National ACE Student of the Year, and National ACE Plus Collaborative Team of the
Year. Nominations are reviewed by the CAP National Headquarters ACE Team in Montgomery, Alabama, which identifies
schools, educators, and squadrons that have gone above and beyond — demonstrating exceptional impact through their work,
photos, videos, and media or social media outreach.

Listed below are the 2026 award recipients. Each honoree will receive an award plaque and a grant award, generously
provided by the program sponsor, the Air & Space Forces Association Education Council.

National ACE School of the Year
W.A. Perry Middle School
Columbia, South Carolina

Site of the 2026-2027 National ACE Liftoff Event in October 2026!

National ACE Teacher of the Year
Luke McKinley, K-8 STEM Teacher

McTigue Elementary School 
Toledo, Ohio

National ACE Student of the Year
Peyton Talton, 6th Grade Student

W.A. Perry Middle School
Columbia, South Carolina

National ACE Plus Collaborative Team of the Year
Florida College Academy

Tracy Bell
Temple Terrace, Florida

&
SER-FL-828 Sunlake High School Cadet Squadron

Capt. Joseph Fernandez
Land O’Lakes, Florida
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W.A. Perry Middle School in Columbia, South Carolina, has been awarded the National ACE School of the Year for the 2025–
2026 school year, recognizing its exemplary implementation of the Civil Air Patrol’s Aerospace Connections in Education (ACE)
program. This national honor highlights the school’s intentional integration of the ACE curriculum to enhance and elevate its
already robust aerospace focus through the BLAST Aerospace Magnet Program. The staff at W.A. Perry Middle School stated
through structured, standards-aligned lessons, ACE provides meaningful access to aviation, space exploration, leadership,
teamwork, and career readiness skills — particularly for students who may not otherwise have exposure to aerospace pathways.
These experiences foster curiosity, critical thinking, perseverance, and collaboration while connecting academic content to real-
world aerospace applications. 

According to Karen Ogen, STEM Coordinator at W.A. Perry, the school hosted an ACE “Lift-Off” festival in March, welcoming more
than 250 attendees. The event celebrated student achievement, showcased high-quality aerospace learning, and created
immersive, engaging experiences that connected classroom instruction to authentic STEM and aerospace careers. The Lift-Off
featured a wide range of industry, military, nonprofit, and higher education partners, including Boeing, American Airlines, Tuskegee
Airmen, South Carolina Historical Aviation Society, South Carolina Rocketry, STEM for Kids, South Carolina State Museum,
Benedict College, and the University of South Carolina engineering departments.

Ms. Ogen reported that academically, students enrolled in the ACE program consistently outperform overall school and state
averages, particularly in Reading, with continued growth in Math and Science. Teachers attribute this success to ACE-connected
learning experiences that increase student engagement, strengthen problem-solving skills, and provide meaningful and relevant
application of academic content. The program has also documented increased student interest in pursuing STEM and aerospace-
related careers.

Please join us in congratulating the teachers, staff, and students of W.A. Perry Middle School for their outstanding work with the
ACE Program during the 2025–2026 school year.

In addition to this honor, W.A. Perry Middle School has been selected to host the National ACE LiftOff in October 2026, further
solidifying its role as a national leader in aerospace education.
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Luke McKinley, a K-8 STEM educator at McTigue Elementary School in Toledo, Ohio, has been named the National ACE Teacher
of the Year for the 2025-2026 school year, an honor that recognizes exceptional instructional leadership and sustained
commitment to aerospace and STEM education.

Throughout his career, Mr. McKinley has demonstrated an unwavering dedication to academic excellence, instructional
innovation, and student engagement within Toledo Public Schools. Since joining the ACE Program in 2021, he has emerged as a
transformative leader whose work consistently elevates both classroom practice and district-wide STEM initiatives. His approach
to teaching exemplifies the highest standards of professional excellence, blending rigorous academic instruction with experiential
learning opportunities that inspire curiosity and critical thinking.

A hallmark of Mr. McKinley’s instructional practice is the deliberate and consistent integration of specialized CAP and ACE
Program materials. These resources are thoughtfully incorporated into his curriculum to effectively bridge the gap between
abstract scientific theory and meaningful real-world application. Through the deliberate use of ACE grade-specific STEM
materials, Mr. McKinley brings complex aerospace and engineering concepts to life, enabling students to actively test hypotheses,
observe physical forces in action, and develop a deeper conceptual understanding through inquiry-based learning. His multi-
lesson integration of these materials ensures continuity, relevance, and authentic engagement, fostering both academic growth
and enthusiasm among learners across grade levels.

Mr. McKinley’s impact extends well beyond his classroom and students. He is a dedicated and influential advocate for aerospace
education within his school community and across the broader district. By actively sharing the ACE Program with colleagues,
parents, and local city leaders, he serves as a vital ambassador for STEM education. Mr. McKinley regularly mentors fellow
educators on integrating aerospace concepts into their instructional practice, thereby expanding the reach and sustainability of the
program. Additionally, he takes great pride in showcasing student learning and achievements to community stakeholders,
strengthening partnerships and building widespread support for innovative STEM initiatives.

Through his tireless efforts, visionary leadership, and passion for student success, Mr. McKinley continues to inspire learners
across grade levels while advancing aerospace education at both the district and community levels. His work exemplifies the
mission and values of the ACE Program and serves as a model of excellence for educators nationwide.Please join us in extending
our sincere congratulations to Mr. Luke McKinley on this well-deserved recognition and in celebrating his outstanding contributions
to the ACE Program during the 2025-2026 school year.
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Peyton Talton, a 6th-grade student at W.A. Perry Middle School, has been selected as the National ACE Student of the Year for
the 2025-2026 school year. This prestigious recognition reflects Peyton’s outstanding academic performance, leadership skills,
and deep passion for aerospace and STEM education. Peyton’s dedication to learning and her enthusiasm for aerospace quickly
distinguished her among her peers. In the classroom, she is an exceptional scholar, actively involved in the National Junior Beta
Club and serving as a W.A. Perry Student Ambassador. She excels in Advanced Academic Programs Math and English and is an
engaged participant in the BLAST Aerospace Program, including the NASA Astro Camp summer experience.

According to Karen Ogen, STEM Coordinator, Peyton consistently engages meaningfully with the Civil Air Patrol/ACE curriculum
and demonstrates exceptional curiosity, discipline, and a strong command of aerospace concepts. Her first-place finish in the 6th
Grade Science Fair is a testament to her ability to think critically, solve complex problems, and communicate ideas with clarity and
confidence. Ms. Ogen also notes that Peyton is a natural leader who approaches every opportunity with maturity and enthusiasm.
Her selection as an MLK Scholarship recipient further highlights her commitment to academic excellence, leadership, and service
to others.

Outside of school, Peyton continues to excel and give back to her community. She has earned the Girl Scouts Bronze Award,
actively participates in the Bible Way Atlas Road Church Girls Academy, and dances with the Steps of Faith program.

While Peyton’s many accomplishments distinguish her as a young leader, what truly sets her apart is her quiet kindness and her
consistent ability to encourage and uplift those around her. Ms. Ogen describes Peyton as a remarkable young woman with a
bright future ahead, noting that her enthusiasm, strong academic performance, leadership experience, and unwavering character
make her an outstanding and well-deserving National ACE Student of the Year.

Please join us in extending our heartfelt congratulations to Peyton Talton on this well deserved achievement as the National ACE
Student of the Year. This recognition reflects Peyton’s outstanding dedication, leadership, and commitment to excellence in
aerospace education.



The Florida College Academy (FCA) and SER-FL-828 Sunlake High School Cadet Squadron have been selected as the National
ACE Plus Collaborative Team of the Year in recognition of their outstanding excellence in aerospace education, mentorship, and
community outreach. Through this innovative partnership, middle school students at Florida College Academy were inspired by direct
interaction with Sunlake High School Aerospace and Aviation cadets. Students participated in engaging lessons that brought
aerospace concepts to life while learning about the mission, opportunities, and values of Civil Air Patrol. By providing specialized
resources, dynamic activities, and access to highly experienced instructors — many of whom were not otherwise available within the
host  school — the program successfully connected classroom instruction to meaningful, real-world aerospace and aviation
applications.

According to Capt. Joseph Fernandez of the Sunlake High School Cadet Squadron, the impact of the program extended well beyond
the middle school participants. The high school cadets who served as instructors and mentors experienced significant personal and
academic growth. Teaching younger students reinforced their mastery of aerospace material while developing essential life skills
such as leadership, discipline, patience, and problem solving. Throughout the program, the cadets demonstrated professionalism,
adaptability, and confidence, serving as positive role models and exemplifying Civil Air Patrol’s core values.

Capt. Fernandez further emphasized that this collaboration stands out for its exceptional outreach efforts. The squadron expanded
its mission beyond its immediate local area, delivering high quality aerospace education to an underserved community and inspiring
young students to consider future careers in aviation and aerospace. The measurable growth in knowledge, engagement, and
leadership among both students and cadets highlights the lasting impact of the program and solidifies its designation as a national
model of service, education, and inspiration.

Please join us in celebrating Tracy Bell of FCA and Capt. Joseph Fernandez of SER-FL-828 on earning this well-deserved honor as
the National ACE Plus Collaboration of the Year. 
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