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Merton 
parents
confront
school 
board

Questions over 
principal resignation
remain unanswered

By Hunter Turpin
hturpin@conleynet.com

262-513-2681

MERTON — Dozens of parents and
staff gathered at the Merton Communi-
ty School District School Board meet-
ing Monday night to address the board
and demand answers following the res-
ignation of popular principal Becca
Stein, who some parents say the school
board is pushing out.

“When I look at my staff members, I
think our staff and community would
tell you that we want Becca Stein as our
principal,” fourth-grade teacher
Kristin Barth said to the board, which
drew cheers and applause from the
crowd. 

Stein, who is the principal of Merton
Primary School, announced her resig-
nation to the board over a week ago but
did not give provide a specific reason
for her resignation. Stein has not
responded to The Freeman’s requests
for comment. 

“I am very grateful for the opportuni-
ty to serve the students and families of
the Merton community, and I am proud
of the great work we did together,”
Stein’s resignation letter says. “As my
family embraces new personal and pro-
fessional changes, please know we will
always be connected with our Merton
family and many fond memories.”

Community forum
On Monday, the School Board held a

community forum which allowed mem-
bers of the public to address the board
and pose questions to them and allowed
the board to respond. 

Stein’s resignation was a concern for
most of the parents and staff who
spoke, as well as how the board plans to
fill Stein’s position and how the board
plans to address staffing in the district,
which speakers say will be worsened by
Stein’s resignation.  

“When we have someone who truly
cares about our children, I just don’t
understand why we would let that go,” a
parent said. “I’m sure it’s tough to find
good principals.” 

Stein has been with the school for
over three years.

“I did my homework on Ms. Stein
(when I applied to teach here). I did my
homework on Ron (Superintendent Ron
Russ) and I guess I was a little too naïve
and didn’t think to do my homework on
the board and what they value when it
comes to Merton Schools,” said Barth,
who said she is new in the district.
“…I’m greatly concerned that the ulti-
mate values that this board is looking
for in a leader may not align with my
own, and I would like the appropriate
time to be able to look for additional
employment.”

Speakers were also concerned about
the board’s ability to work together and
how they plan to fix that.

“I think it’s clear, the five of us (board
members) aren’t working well as a
team,” School Board Vice President
Andrew Lehman said early in the
forum. “We, as board members, need to
be able to have dialogue and conversa-
tions within the team here to figure out
what are our non-negotiables.”

By Brian Huber
bhuber@conleynet.com

262-513-2674

OCONOMOWOC — The
Oconomowoc Area School Dis-
trict has scheduled a series of
sessions and facility tours to
take place in the next several
weeks, designed to provide
information to voters being
asked to decide the fate of two
upcoming referendum ques-

tions.
At its Jan. 18 meeting, the

OASD School Board voted to
authorize two referendum ques-
tions to be asked of voters April
4, addressing facilities issues at
Oconomowoc High School and
Ixonia Elementary School. 

The first question will address
what the district says is an aging
HVAC system at Oconomowoc
High School, overcrowding at
Ixonia Elementary School, and

deterioration of roof sections at
OHS and Ixonia Elementary.
The amount for the projects is
not to exceed a total cost of
$38,650,000.

The second question will
address what the district says
are insufficient seating space in
the cafeteria at OHS and under-
sized and outdated learning
spaces for music, art, and physi-
cal education and sports activi-
ties at OHS. The amount for the
projects outlined in question
two is not to exceed a total pro-
ject cost of $36,800,000.

OASD referendum 
information sessions
Each session features a one-hour
information presentation followed by
a facilities tour. Times listed are for
start of info sessions.

■ Feb. 6 — 6 p.m., Oconomowoc
High School, Little Theater
■ Feb. 7 — 5:30 p.m., Ixonia Ele-
mentary School
■ March 2 — 6 p.m., Oconomowoc
High School, Raccoon Exploration
Center
■ March 14 — 5 p.m.,
Oconomowoc High School, Little
Theater
■ March 16, 6:30 p.m., Ixonia Ele-
mentary School
■ March 20, 6:30 p.m.,
Oconomowoc High School, Little
Theater

Source: Oconomowoc Area School District

Oconomowoc school district 
sets referendum info sessions

Public praises, questions referendum 
at recent School Board meeting

AMAZING GRACE

Dave Radcliffe/Freeman Staff

Kettle Moraine senior forward Grace Grocholski reaches 2,000 career points with a jumper in the first
half during a Classic 8 Conference girls basketball game Tuesday at Muskego.

It was a monumental night for Grocholski on Tuesday, as she set a career-high with 35 points, surpassed
the 2,000 career points milestone, and became Waukesha County’s all-time leading girls basketball scorer
— breaking the record of 2,012 points held by former Waukesha North star Jessica Kelliher. 

>> For full coverage of Kettle Moraine’s win over Muskego, see Page 1B.

See OASD, PAGE 8ASee MERTON, PAGE 8A
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OASD
From Page 1A

The district has planned a
series of a half-dozen meet-
ings at OHS and IES, with
information presentations
lasting an hour and residents
given the opportunity to tour
the facilities afterward. 

Sessions are set at OHS for
6 p.m. Feb. 6, 6 p.m. March 2, 5
p.m. March 15 and 6:30 p.m.
March 20. Sessions are set at
Ixonia Elementary for 5:30
p.m. Feb. 7 and 6:30 p.m.
March 16.

The School Board voted to
approve both referendum
questions at its Jan. 18 meet-
ing, following about an hour
of public comments on the
matter in which parents and
residents both praised and
questioned the proposals.

Shane Feist of
Oconomowoc asked why the
OASD won’t consider redis-
tricting, pointing to
decreased enrollment for five
straight years with a study
saying the drop — which he
said was 374 students since
2018 — is expected to contin-
ue.

“I think if we redistrict we
probably don’t have to do
some of the expansion that
you guys are talking about
for Ixonia, as an example,
right now,” he said.

Carrie Downes of
Oconomowoc, president of
the volunteer Band Aids par-
ents booster group at OHS,
said the band program is
growing, as 20 students are
graduating this year, but 50
more are expected to enter
the program. But its space is
antiquated, is not fully acces-
sible to students with disabil-
ities, and band equipment is
stores in a tunnel in the OHS
basement. Rehearsal rooms
are a “hot commodity” as
they are used for storage
right now. 

“Our entire band program
does not fit in the band room,
which I know you know as
well,” she said in supporting
the referendums. “Our band
program ... is a well-known
and respected statewide and
nationally known program ...
but they are operating in an
antiquated space. The possi-
bility of changing and
upgrading this space not only
for the band but for the entire
music and Fine Arts Depart-

ment is very exciting and
very much needed.”

Larry Halverson of
Oconomowoc said it is “quite
evident that past boards and
maybe even this one have not
done their job in keeping the
infrastructure of these
schools up to date.” 

But he questioned the dura-
tion of the bonding being
proposed, what the interest
rate is expected to be and the
district’s plan if that
changes, and what happens if
the bids for the project come
in under estimates.

“What other projects are
you going to do, or are you
not going to borrow it or pay
it off sooner? I want to know,
and I think the taxpayer
wants to know,” he said.

Near the end of the meet-
ing, Board President James
Wood said he would “commit
that if we do hit those targets,
I don’t care if it’s 60 bucks or
$600,000 under, that it goes

back to debt service and
make it go away.”

Fund 46
Halverson and Ocono-

mowoc resident Lynne
Wright asked about $10 mil-
lion available in one of the
district’s accounts, Fund 46,
and why it isn’t being used
to offset the referendum
cost.

In an email to Conley
Media on Tuesday, Kelly Ellif-
son, communications and
marketing manager for the
OASD, said the district sets
aside $500,000 each year
toward capital maintenance
and improvements, but with
three of its buildings 15 to 20
years old and four more 58 to
70 years old, those funds
aren’t enough to cover all
ongoing needs. Fund 46, cre-
ated in the 2014-15 school
year, was set up to address
that concern, but Ellifson

said the $10 million in Fund
46 is assigned to “necessary
capital projects. If Fund 46 is
used to pay for a portion of
the OHS HVAC project, we’ll
still have other significant
capital projects that cannot
be funded.”

As for interest, Ellifson
said, “There are several
unknowns that will impact
the total cost of borrowing,
including the timing of bor-
rowing across the scope of
the projects and final interest
rates. Our model conserva-
tively estimates a total cost of
$130 million over the 20-year
duration of the bond. How-
ever, this amount does not
account for the potential to
refinance or pay down debt
early, which we have done
with previous referendum
debt and will seek to contin-
ue. Bonds will be structured
so that there are multiple
opportunities to pay down
debt early without penalty.”

Another question directed
to the Oconomowoc Enter-
prise’s Facebook page asked
about the use of federal
ESSER funds toward the ref-
erendums. Ellifson said those
funds already have been com-
mitted to help address the
impact of the pandemic on
student learning as well as
custodial staffing, personal
protective equipment, and
sanitation and hygiene sup-
plies.

Another question asked on
the Enterprise Facebook
page was about what obliga-
tions remain with prior refer-
endums. Ellifson said, “The
total outstanding debt from
the 2006 and 2016 referen-
dums is approximately $68
million with interest rates
that range from 2% - 4.5%.
The majority of that amount
comes from the 2016 referen-
dum as the 2006 referendum
will be paid off in 2027.”

Wright told the School

Board in public comments
that “The bottom line is
develop a long-range finan-
cial plan and communicate to
the OASD taxpayers so that
the district doesn’t keep com-
ing back to taxpayers with
referendums.”

Town of Ixonia parent
Andy Maduscha said moving
from smaller class sizes to
those containing more than
two dozen students affected
his twin sons’ learning,
morale and desire to go to
school. He said he did not
want to see a return to using
temporary trailers for class-
rooms. He said the state pro-
jects Jefferson County to
grow by 20,000 residents over
the next two decades, a sixth
of that estimated in the Ixo-
nia area. With two subdivi-
sions already in the works,
and more growth expected
once a sewage plant is com-
pleted, “we need the referen-
dum to pass,” he said.
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AUSTIN, Texas (AP) — Winter weather
brought ice to a wide swath of the United
States on Tuesday, canceling more than
1,700 flights nationwide and snarling high-
ways. At least two people died on slick
roads in Texas and two law officers in the
state were seriously injured, including a
deputy who was pinned under a truck,
authorities said.

As the ice storm advanced eastward on
Tuesday, watches and warnings stretched
from the western heel of Texas all the way
to West Virginia. Several rounds of mixed
precipitation, including freezing rain and
sleet, were in store for many areas through
Wednesday, meaning some regions could be
hit multiple times, the federal Weather Pre-
diction Center warned.

Emergency responders rushed to hun-
dreds of auto collisions across Texas and
Republican Gov. Greg Abbott urged people
to stay off the roads.

Authorities said one person in Austin
was killed in a predawn pileup Tuesday. A
45-year-old man also died Monday night
after his SUV slid into a highway guardrail
near Dallas in slick conditions and rolled
down an embankment, according to the
Arlington Police Department.

More than 900 flights to or from major
U.S. airport hub Dallas-Fort Worth Interna-
tional Airport and more than 250 to or from
Dallas Love Field were canceled or delayed
Tuesday, according to the tracking service

FlightAware. At Dallas-Fort Worth, more
than 50% of Tuesday's scheduled flights
had been canceled by Tuesday afternoon.

Dallas-based Southwest Airlines canceled
more than 560 flights Tuesday and delayed
more than 350 more, FlightAware reported.

About 7,000 power outages in Texas were
reported as of late Tuesday morning,
Republican Gov. Greg Abbott said following a
briefing in Austin on the worsening condi-
tions. He emphasized the outages were due to
factors such as ice on power lines or downed
trees, and not the performance of the Texas
power grid that buckled for days during a
deadly winter storm in 2021.

Fleets of emergency vehicles were fanned
out among 1,600 roads impacted by the freeze.

In Texas, a sheriff's deputy who stopped to
help the driver of an 18-wheeler that went off
an icy highway on Tuesday was hit by a sec-
ond truck that pinned him beneath one of its
tires, according to the Travis County Sheriff's
Office. 

About 45 minutes after the crash on State
Highway 130, the deputy was freed from the
wreckage and taken to a hospital, where he
was in surgery Tuesday afternoon, officials
said. The deputy is expected to survive, offi-
cials said.

In another wreck, a Texas state trooper
was hospitalized with serious injuries after
being struck by a driver who lost control of
their vehicle, said Steve McCraw, director
of the Texas Department of Public Safety.

Flights canceled, at least 
two dead as ice storm
freezes United States

Lola Gomez/The Dallas Morning News via AP

An American Airlines aircraft undergoes deicing procedures on Monday at Dallas/Fort Worth
International Airport in Texas.
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“What are you gonna do to get the five of
you on the same page? Because clearly you
addressed that you’re not,” a parent asked.
“…If you guys can’t be on the same page,
me as a community person, I would ask for
your resumes.”

“I’ll admit I failed to argue where I could
convince a majority of the board the direc-
tion that I’m trying to direct this board,”
School Board President Dean Dobbertin
said in response.

Lehman responded, citing a recent cli-
mate survey which found that only 19% of
teachers felt appreciated by the School
Board, saying the board should pay more
attention to those surveys. Board member
Lindsay Kent said that the board has
adjusted in response to surveys with
changes such as meeting transparency.

Parents have organized in support of
Stein, circulating an online petition with
217 signatures as of Tuesday and creating
two webstites, one called
standbystein.com and the other called
mertonschoolminutes.com. 

“Most of us were parents who were
caught up in our busy lives — trusting
our school and school board to make
the best decisions for our children,”
Amy Miller, a parent who started the
petition, told The Freeman. “All of that
changed when we heard that Principal
Stein was going to be non-renewed by
three members of the board — it didn’t
make sense. For many, she was the

heart of Merton Primary itself.”

Policy change
In October, the School Board passed a

policy which would give the board the abil-
ity to “actively” renew administrative con-
tracts instead of “passively” as it was
done before.

Previously, the district and board did not
notify the administrator ahead of the
state-required deadlines for nonrenewal;
the contract automatically was extended
or rolled over, according to district docu-
ments.

“An active approval would mean the
School Board would formally approve an
extension or roll over to a contract ahead
of the state required dates of nonrenew-
al,” district documents say. 

School Board members Dobbertin and
Lehman voted against this policy with
board members Kent, Nicole Cotton and
Troy Andersen voting for it, meeting min-
utes show.

The board met in closed session three
times last month — Jan. 10, 13 and 17. The
Jan. 10 and 13 meeting agendas listed dis-
cussions on administrator contracts and
the Jan. 17 meeting agenda listed discus-
sion on an administrative employee’s res-
ignation.

When community members asked for
details on Stein’s resignation and her con-
tract on Monday, the board said they could
not comment on personnel issues at the
time.

Stein’s contract expires in 2023, accord-
ing to district documents; her resignation
is effective July 1.

KYIV, Ukraine (AP) — Ukraine won
support Tuesday from Baltic nations and
Poland in its quest to obtain Western
fighter jets, but there were no signs that
larger nations like the U.S. and Britain
have changed their stance of refusing to
provide warplanes to Kyiv after almost a
year of battling Russia’s invading forces.

“Ukraine needs fighter jets ... missiles,
tanks. We need to act,” Estonian Foreign
Minister Urmas Reinsalu said in the Lat-
vian capital of Riga at a news conference
with his Baltic and Polish colleagues.
Those countries, which lie on NATO’s
eastern flank, feel especially threatened
by Russia and have been the leading advo-
cates for providing military aid.

Ukrainian Defense Minister Oleksii
Reznikov held talks with his French
counterpart, saying they did not discuss
specific fighter jets, but they did talk
about aviation “platforms” to help
Ukraine’s ground-to-air defense.

“I don’t know how quick it will be, this
response from Western allies” to Kyiv’s
requests for fighter jets, Reznikov said.
“I’m optimistic and I think it will be as
soon as possible.”

He also listed weapons Ukraine has
sought in the past year, starting with
Stingers, and said the first response was
always, “Impossible.” Eventually though,

he said, “it became possible.”
French Defense Minister Sebastien

Lecornu, speaking with Reznikov, said
there are “no taboos” on sending fighter
jets. He also confirmed France is sending
12 more Caesar cannons in the coming
weeks.

French President Emmanuel Macron
said Monday that France doesn’t exclude
sending fighter jets but set out conditions
before such a step is taken, including not
leading to an escalation of tensions or
using the aircraft “to touch Russian soil,”
and not resulting in weakening “the
capacities of the French army.”

Reznikov’s trip came a week after West-
ern nations pledged to send Kyiv sophis-
ticated modern tanks.

Several Western leaders have
expressed concern that providing war-
planes could escalate the conflict and
draw them in deeper.

The U.K. government, among Kyiv’s
staunchest supporters and military sup-
pliers, said sending its fighter jets is “not
practical.” Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s
spokesman, Max Blain, said Tuesday that
“the U.K.’s Typhoon and F-35 fighter jets
are extremely sophisticated and take
months to learn how to fly,” although he
didn’t say London was opposed to other
nations sending planes.

Ukraine pushes for Western
fighter jets after tank deals


