
Wells
County

INDIANA

A Special Publication of

 The News-Banner

2023

Who We Are



ON NORWELL
LOVI   ’REASONS

STUDENTS 
ARE

Right-Sized:   
Big enough to offer a variety of academic 
options and small enough to know  
every student by name.

engaged teachers:   
Highly credentialed with great  
people skills makes our teachers 
accessible to students one-on-one.

iPad equipped:   
For every student, in every grade,  
keeping them connected and on an 
accountable learning path.

future focused:   
Every student is academically and 
emotionally prepared for what 
happens when they’re not students.

athletic&artistic:   
Competitive in a wide range of 
sports and creative in an equally 
wide range of the fine arts.

Scan to learn more  
and pre-enroll

PRE-K THRU 12
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Lillian • 4th Grade
Lancaster Elementary
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INTRODUCTION

BY THE NUMBERS
28,335
Population of Wells County,

12,043 
Housing Units

$66,102
Median Household Income (ranking 
21st among the state's 92 counties, 
putting Wells County well above the 
state average.)

$49,953
Per capita Income (ranking 50th)

$140,200 
Median Value 
Owner-Occupied Homes

$726  
Median rent, monthly

93.2% 
Adults with H.S. education  (9th)

18.0%  
with B.A. degree or higher (51st)

5,114  
School enrollment

Population of
Incorporated Communities 

in Wells County:

Bluffton ........................ 10,379
Ossian ............................. 3,359
Markle .............................1,080

(504 in Wells County)
Zanesville ..........................585

(471 in Wells Co.)
Uniondale ......................... 272
Poneto .................................173
Vera Cruz .............................. 74
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Give me three pieces of information and I 
can tell you how good a community is. This 
has been a theory of mine for a long time.

How good are the schools.
How good are the parks.
How good is the library.
Wells County scores exceedingly well on 

all three points, in my humble opinion.
How good are our schools? They are out-

standing. In the following pages we present 
a lot of evidence to back my theory up. We 
give you raw data that proves the excellence 
of our three school systems. The data alone 
should be enough however, there is much 
more to a quality school than just the numbers. 

The students, teachers, staff, administration and 
school board play a critical role. The people are what 
make schools great. 

We present stories about new programs, such as 
Southern Wells’ upcoming preschool. Norwell athletes 
rallying around the loss of a fellow classmate. His-
torical athletic accomplishments at Southern Wells and 
Bluffton. Construction of a new middle school. Admin-
istrators and volunteers are bringing LifeWise Acad-
emy to all of our school systems. A teacher who found 
his passion while also maintaining a business. We can 
all be proud that the Indiana Teacher of the Year, Tara 
Cocanower, calls Wells County home.

We are blessed with outstanding parks in Wells Coun-
ty. The Bluffton Parks Department is among the best in 
the state. They prove it every year with the awards and 
grants they garner. We are also blessed with an outstand-
ing state park. We may not agree on how to pronounce it 
(I am with the majority that pronounce it o-ba-chee), but  
we can all agree that it is a jewel of our community.

We highlight Wells County native and resident, Jody 
Heaston, who heads up volunteer efforts at state parks 
across Indiana. We also show the park’s “Friends” 
group’s effort to “Discover Ouabache’” with an online 
publication. 

Our library system is also among the best in 
the state. As I was preparing to leave my previ-
ous job seven years ago, the library director at 
the Peabody Public Library in Columbia City  
encouraged me to meet the Wells County Public 
Library director Stephanie Davis as soon as pos-
sible as she was nearing retirement at the time. I 
took that advice and quickly learned how amaz-
ing our library is. Leadership matters. Stephanie 
was replaced shortly thereafter by current direc-
tor Sarah MacNeill. The library has not only 
maintained those lofty levels but has pushed 
onward to new heights.

One of the “hidden gems” as described in 
Barbara Barbieri’s story is the Indiana Room located in 
the upper level of the library and spearheaded by Jason 
Habegger.

Knowing many of the library’s employees, includ-
ing MacNeill and Habegger, and the programming 
and offerings, I am confident that our lives are greatly 
enhanced by the Wells County Public Library.

That may be a long-winded and over-simplified effort 
to praise our wonderful county. It is, however, undeni-
ably true.

What we are striving toward with the 2023 Who We 
Are is a selection of people and programs that make this 
a uniquely amazing place to live, work and play.

People following their passions. Whether it is a long-
time business, the arts, ministry or saving an iconic tree.  

The Who We Are publication cycle comes around 
each year like clockwork. Each year a worry creeps in 
the back of my head. Maybe this year we’ll have trouble 
coming up with story ideas. Like clockwork, my worry 
quickly fades. People in Wells County constantly amaze 
me. Because of the quality of this community there is an 
endless supply of greatness to promote.    

We are truly blessed.
There are wonderful stories in the pages that follow 

highlighting what makes Wells County great.
I hope you enjoy our selections. �

Doug Brown
President           

and Publisher
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By DAVE SCHULTZ
Once upon a time, Wells County’s comprehensive plan was expected to last 

20 years. That was the case with the Wells County Comprehensive Plan adopted 
in 1993, which expired in 2013. Another one was adopted in 2014; it can still be 
found on the county’s website. That one was supposed to stick around for 10 years, 
until 2024.

Keeping that plan in place, however, simply wasn’t pos-
sible.

So it was that work on updating the plan began in 2021, 
a mere seven years after the adoption of its most immediate 
predecessor.

“Some of that was due to the fact that we knew it was 
going to take some time to get it done,” said Mike Lautzen-
heiser, the executive director of the Wells County Area Plan 
Commission. “We started with the plan that would replace it 
before it was done.”

“There were things coming on the horizon faster, like solar 
and some other stuff, that weren’t even mentioned in the pre-
vious plan,” Lautzenheiser continued. “It’s just how quickly 
those things came up during the last decade, even the last 
couple of years.”

A comprehensive plan is not a mandate. It is a guide, an expression of needs 
and intents, with the emphasis on the word “plan.” When a rezoning is requested 
or a development plan is reviewed, one of the significant items to be considered is 
whether or not it “pays reasonable regard to the comprehensive plan.”

What changed between 2014 and 2021?
Lautzenheiser mentioned, among other things, the “movement to reuse or rede-

velop the use of our rivers and trails,” he said in a recent conversation. “There has 
really been an uptick (in new situations) in the last five years, and those things 
were must in the previous plan. Those things are now front and center for us.”

The current plan, which was formally adopted earlier this year, redefines the 
term “comprehensive.” Its drafts were well over 100 pages and tried looking 
ahead. For instance, when it came to transportation, the plan originally attached 
significance to the fact that Bluffton is the only county seat contiguous to Fort 
Wayne that is not connected to the area’s regional hub by a four-lane highway. 
That provoked a dispute between those who saw the need for such a highway and 
those who saw it as a detriment to Ossian and to its residents and those who lived 
nearby.

Eventually the words were massaged and a compromise was reached.
The same thing was true when it comes to industrial-type solar farms. There’s 

guidance, but no mandate.
COVID-19 also threw a monkey wrench into the plans. The pandemic kept the 

APC from meeting and making progress on the plan. What started out as Vision 
2030 eventually became known as Vision 2035.

The extra time has apparently paid off.
“I believe that it is as comprehensive of a plan that we’ve ever had in our com-

munity.” Lautzenheiser said. “It really is a bold plan for things that, if we com-
plete them, we will be really moving our community forward. in a very meaningful 
way.”

The goal of the new plan, he said, was to make Wells County “more attractive 
for people who are already here and people who are potentially moving to it.”

Vision 2035 comes with a built-in expiration date. Does Lautzenheiser think it 
will last that long?

“If we get everything done that’s in the plan in 12 years, I’d be tickled pink,” he 
said. “But in general, there’s definitely things that we cannot be prepared for that 
are going to come up in the next 12 years. Whether it happens early enough that 
we can have an amendment to (the plan) or something else, it will definitely be 
part of a living document.” �

APC Director Mike 
Lautzenheiser, Jr.

Updating the vision 
for Wells County

LifeWise Academy 
expands into all three 
county school systems

By HOLLY GASKILL
LifeWise Academy is opening doors 

for religious instruction during public 
school hours. 

The organization, based out of Ohio, 
advocates for the little-known religious 
instruction “release time” allowed in pub-
lic schools. In the United States Supreme 
Court case Zorach vs. Clauson, the court 
decision enabled schools to include reli-
gious teaching during the school day, per-
mitting the time is privately funded and 
off-campus.

All three Wells County school districts 
are participating with local start-ups of 
LifeWise Academy. Ossian Elementary 
School was the first of which to have a 
LifeWise class meet, offering its first class 
at the beginning of 2023. 

At OES, the release time is about 25 
minutes for both kindergarten and first 
grade on Tuesday afternoons. Students are 
dismissed during their “specials rotation” 
and led by a volunteer to First Presbyte-
rian Church’s host building for LifeWise 

Academy. Parental permission is required 
for participation.

By the end of the school year, Rhonda 
Maller, field director for Northern Wells’ 
LifeWise Academy, reported 80 kin-
dergarten and first grade students were 
attending weekly at OES. Next fall, Life-
Wise Academy will be open for kinder-
garten through fifth grade students at both 
OES and Lancaster Central Elementary 
School.

The Northern Wells school board also 
approved selling two non-operational 
school buses to LifeWise Academy for $1 
each in May. These buses will aid in the 
organization’s transportation of students 
to their off-campus meeting spaces.

As a nationwide organization, Life-
Wise Academy leads local volunteers 
through the process of petitioning for 
release time, fundraising and leading the 
program. In its launch guide, LifeWise 
Academy also includes a unified scheme 
of colors, logos and resources for each 

Every Tuesday beginning in the spring semester, first and third grade students were led 
over from Ossian Elementary School to LifeWise Academy, located at a downtown Ossian 
building owned by the First Presbyterian Church. (Photo by Holly Gaskill)

(Continued on Page 32)
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The Zanesville Lions Club is at the center of plan-
ning a big party for the small town that sits on the 
Wells-Allen County Line. The celebration will be 
held as part of what is now called the annual Zanes-
ville Lions Summer Festival on Saturday, July 29.

Leonard S. Walker, along with his brother James, 
is said to have laid out the town on March 4, 1848 
after coming to the area in 1846 with his new bride, 
Malinda Davis, and claimed 160 acres of wooded 
land. While many people get the small town confused 
with Zanesville, Ohio, it is widely believed that Walk-
er chose the name since most people who settled there 
would have to use Ebenezer Zane’s road.

Walker is the son of a Rev. John Walker of North 
Carolina, who arrived in Indiana in 1833 in Rush 
County. Rev. Walker would marry twice, with Leon-
ard being the youngest child of his first wife. After 
founding Zanesville, Leonard Walker would move to 
a farm in Union Township just six years later and then 
to Fort Wayne in 1874 where he died Oct. 12, 1899, at 
the age of 79.

It is believed that the brother, James, was Zanes-
ville’s first merchant. It was Knight’s Department 
Store that initially put Zanesville on the map. The 
large store’s owners, the Knight brothers, traveled 
often to New York City to buy goods to bring back to 
Zanesville. Their home, just north of Tower Life Cen-
ter, still stands. Records indicate that the store’s prof-
its in 1904 totaled $24,000.

A fire in May 1939 destroyed the store along with 
neighboring Gaskill Grocery and a residence, leav-
ing the north side of the downtown area in ruins. The 
Knight brothers would never rebuild. The store, once 
billed as “The largest inland department store in the 

world” was gone forever.
Fire had also destroyed the south side of the down-

town district in 1929, but the local Odd Fellows 
Lodge built a new building that still stands today.

The merchants organized in 1946 with a goal to 
make some major improvements to the town. They 
raised funds with basketball games and purchased a 
lifetime lease on 4 1/2 acres and built a softball field 
and park. It initially held a number of free shows dur-
ing the summers.

The Zanesville Lions Club was chartered in 1956 
and built a clubhouse adjacent to the park in 1960. 
The merchants asked the club in 1969 to take over all 
of the community projects, which they did and contin-
ue to do. The park is now called the Zanesville Lions 
Community Park.

Over the years the Lions have sponsored many 
things such as the Zanesville History Book in 1976 
that sold over 1,000 copies. They have also con-
structed a pavilion, a new concession stand, two play-
grounds, a fitness area and have fenced the area.

The Lions Free Library can be found at the club-
house entrance, with more than 200 books to choose 
from. It is “open” at all times. The club also provides 
a number of community activities and events, includ-
ing an Easter Egg Hunt, a 5/K Fun Run, a Community 
Picnic co-hosted by the Church of God, a Halloween 
Party and a Christmas Party with Santa. The club also 
provides the cash prizes for the annual Zanesville 
Lighting Contest. 

The club is also active in the Lions state-level 
activities, supporting such projects the organization’s 
eye bank, school for the blind, etc. �

— Information provided by Melba Edwards

The Zanesville Lions Club has played 
a major role in the community’s 
175-year history. Chartered in 1956, 
the club built the community center 
adjacent to a ball diamond and park 
the club eventually came to oversee. 
Above are longtime member Melba 
Edwards and daughter, Robin Phillips, 
also a member. 

Zanesville gearing up for 175th birthday

QuartoseptennialQuartoseptennial

Above left: Inside the community center, which doubles as the 
Zanesville Lions Club’s clubhouse, is this banner which tells much 
of the club’s history. “It needs updated,” says member Melba 
Edwards, “including the 60-year sticker.” The club has about 20 
members, she reports, “and we will always welcome new mem-
bers.”
Right photo: Sitting on the county line has presented challenges 
for library services for the small community. The Lions Club solu-
tion: a “24/7” self service library at the front entrance of the com-
munity center on Van Horn Street. (Photos by Mark Miller)
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Southern Wells’ new pre-school 
program will serve dual purposes

By HOLLY GASKILL
It takes a village to raise a child, and 

Southern Wells is taking another step to 
help in that process.

This fall, Southern Wells will launch a 
new early childhood education 
program called Little Raiders. 
This program will both prepare 
students for kindergarten as an 
On My Way Pre-K program and 
offer a learning opportunity for 
high school students.

Kim Conner, SW high school 
principal, has spearheaded the 
preschool’s formation. She will 
also remain as the preschool 
director as the program launches. 

“We’re so excited to have lit-
tle kids in our school,” said Conner. “We 
fully anticipate letting them participate in 
our activities and stuff, like pep rallies, 
dress-up days — things like that.”

Class sessions will take place on Mon-
day, Wednesday and Friday, with a morn-
ing and afternoon block. During this time, 
Marcell Winters, a full-time licensed 
teacher, will lead the students 
through lessons and activi-
ties, and Jennifer Bannister 
will assist as an instructional 
aide. High school students 
will also help and observe in 
daily lessons.

The preschool’s curricu-
lum is linked to the Founda-
tion to the Indiana Academ-
ic Standards for Your Chil-
dren from Birth to Age 5. 

“It supports our philoso-
phy that each student comes 
into our school with differ-
ent perspectives, interests, 
backgrounds, home lives, 
and life experiences,” the 

preschool application reads. 
Additionally, on Tuesday and Thurs-

day, Winters will work with the high 
school students on teaching methods, les-
son plans and child development. This 

class will also be open for stu-
dents from Bluffton and Norwell 
high schools.

The preschool will be hosted 
within the high school’s previ-
ous family and consumer sci-
ence room, which has been 
renovated to include a child’s 
bathroom, observation room and 
a nearby playground. 

The school has also received 
abundant community support 
in the preschool’s start, receiv-

ing donated toys, classroom supplies and 
furniture. More needed items are posted 
through an Amazon WishList, avail-
able on the Southern Wells Little Raiders 
Facebook page.

“I’ve had this vision in my mind since 
August, and I’m really excited to see 
how it turns out and to get started,” Con-

ner said. “And we’re really 
thankful for how excited 
everyone else is too.”

Applications for both 
morning and afternoon ses-
sions are open and available 
on the school website or at 
the high school office. The 
preschool costs $80 month-
ly, with a $25 registration 
fee and a one-time $50 sup-
ply fee. Children must be 
three years old. Applications 
can be picked up at the high 
school office or by emailing 
Conner at kconner@swraid-
ers.com. �

Kim Conner

GOOD MORNINGS
AT GREAT PRICES

parlorcitycabinetry.com
Owners: Nathan Stauff er and John Stauff er

118 N Main St, Blufft  on, IN
(260) 824-8600

News-Banner file photo
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By GLEN WERLING
Progress on the construction of a new 

Norwell Middle School continues to roll 
as the building is now looking more like 
a school.

As of the end of May, crews contin-
ued demolishing the existing mechani-
cal room, drywalling the front office, 
installing exterior brick and substrate, and 
roofing the building. They’ve also con-
tinued to put in non-load-bearing walls, 
and mechanical, electrical and plumbing 
components. The construction has contin-
ued to advance since that time to include 
block wall reinforcement, block walls in 
the existing school, completed roofing 
and installation of a partition track in the 
multi-purpose rooms.

The $43,383,418 project actually had 
its start in the mid 2010s when the school 
board decided that the middle school 
would be the next major project to tackle 
once the debt from the Lancaster Elemen-
tary School building project was retired 
in 2020. The building, which dates from 
1978, had been well maintained but was 
wearing out in multiple areas and the 
board found itself with the conundrum 
of whether or not to extensively remodel 
the current school, build a new school or a 
combination of the two.

Actually the school board originally 
considered four options for the school, 
but in a matter of a month had narrowed 
it down to two viable options since two of 
the options — updating only the mechani-
cal systems, windows, roof and lighting, 
or a complete remodel of only the existing 
space — were considered not viable.

The first of the two remaining options 
was a combination of remodeling some of 
the existing school, demolition of most of 

the classroom portion, and construction 
of a new classroom portion southeast of 
the existing building. The new building 
would be connected to the existing cafete-
ria, central office and gymnasium which 
would remain connected to the Norwell 
High School complex.

The second option, labeled Option 
C, was to build an entirely new middle 
school separate from the high school.

The board members decided the first 
option would deliver the “most bang for 
the buck” as then-school board president 
Corey Krug put it.

Work on the project started in the fall 
of 2021 and the initial phases of construc-
tion were already underway when ground 
was broken for the project in April by the 
school board members and the principal 
people involved in the design and con-
struction of the school.

The goal is to complete construction 
of the new classroom and office por-
tion of the building by the beginning of 
the 2024-25 school year, and to have the 
entire project finished before the start of 
the 2025-26 school year.

The new building when completed will 
be 118,036 square feet. The first floor will 
be 64,968 square feet while the second 
floor will be 53,068 square feet.

The school project will also include 
the renovation of portions of the current 
school. There will be 41,454 square feet 
of the existing building renovated. The 
completed renovation project will include 
a new band and choir area, robotics and 
industrial arts shop space, a media cen-
ter, complete renovation of the cafeteria 
into a cafetorium, additional classroom 
space, and a new drive and entrance to the 
school off U.S. 224. The new access drive 
was completed in 2022.

The project also caused the relocation 
of the Norwell complex’s shop/mainte-
nance structure. That was relocated to a 
new building and renovation of an exist-
ing building on the former residential 

property adjacent to the east of the school 
project. That project was quite an under-
taking in and of itself as it required the 
filling in of a large pond. �

Norwell’s middle school 
project coming along

Above: Looking more and more like 
the school building it will eventually be, 
this aerial photo of the Norwell Middle 

School construction shows just how 
far along crews were in late May. The 

construction has advanced more since 
that time. (Photo provided). At right: 

Dylan Markley of Weigand Construction 
brought the school board and com-

munity members through a tour of the 
middle school construction site in late 

April. (Photo by Holly Gaskill)

Half-
way 
there
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By BARBARA BARBIERI
Community theater in Wells County 

has been alive and well since 2000 when 
the “Save the Theater” drive was under-
way to save that portion of the old Bluff-
ton High School.

The community came together for a 
theater fund-raiser as the Creative Arts 
Council, Chamber of Commerce, Boys & 
Girls Club, Wells County Foundation and 
United Way wondered if they could work 
together to use the entire old high school 
building.

The fund-raising production was “The 
Music Man,” directed by Kim Durr and 
starred then-Mayor Ted Ellis as Harold 
Hill. And although the project did not 
raise enough money to purchase the the-
ater facility it fueled the “acting bug” that 
has brought musicals and dramas to the 
stage ever since.

The old Bluffton High School property 
was purchased by the Life Community 
Church in 2001 and the stage was been 
made available to the actors who titled 
themselves Wells Community Theater. 
Funds from the WCT were used for stage 
updates, including lights, as well as park-
ing lot improvements.

On the board of directors as theatre 
productions continued at one or two a 
year were Keith Huffman, Otto Lowe, 
Greg Merkle, Jim Phillabaum, Doug Durr 
and Ted Smith. In 2011, the group became 
part of Creative Arts, the WCT board dis-
solved, and Smith joined the Creative Arts 
Council Board. 

The theater group’s official name is 
now Creative Arts Theater as the Creative 
Arts Board oversees it and several venues, 
including Creative Arts Dance, no longer 
just the School of Ballet. 

“It is the merging of these arts under 
one umbrella with the Creative Arts name 
that we can get groups to sample other 
types of art,” explains Janiece Lipsy, Cre-
ative Arts  Director.

The Creative Arts Theater also is doing 
more partnering with theater groups as 
they assisted with Bluffton High School’s 
spring musical and will be doing the same 
for the coming Shakespeare production 
this fall.

Over the years there have been a wide 
variety of productions presented:

From 2000 to 2007, Kim Durr direct-
ed the productions which included: 
2000, “Music Man” and “Little Shop 
of Horrors;” 2001, “Sound of Music” 
and “Annie;” 2002, “Oklahoma;” 2003, 

“Joseph and the Technicolor Dreamcoat,” 
“The King and I,” and “Fiddler on he 
Roof;” 2005, “Wizard of Oz;” 2006, “Oli-
ver;” 2007, “High School Musical;” and 
2009, “Godspell.”

Over the next few years the produc-
tions and directors included: 2008, “Sues-
sical,” Dennis Wood; 2012, “Music Man 
Jr.,” Linda Baller and Taylor Okey; 2013, 
“Guys & Dolls,” Kia Miller; “Willy 

Wonka Jr.,” Melissa Terhune; 2014, 
“South Pacific” and “White Christmas,” 
Sue Coolman; 2015, “Hello Dolly,” Tank 
Lowe; “Greater Tuna,” Marlyn Koons; 
“Into the Woods Jr.,” Gavin Drew; 2016, 
“Lend Me A Tenor,” Tank Lowe; “Kiss 
Me Kate,” Gavin Drew; 2018, “The 
Last Five Years,” Marlyn Koons; “Mur-
der Cafe Noir” and “Odd Couple,” Tank 
Low; “Honk Jr.,” Alyssa Plisco; 2019, 

“A Game’s Afoot,” “Steel Magnolias” 
and “A Charlie Brown Christmas,” Tank 
Lowe; “Mary Poppins Jr.,” Ted Smith; 
2020, “The Mousetrap,” Tank Lowe; 
2021, “Lion King Jr.,” Ted Smith; “Sorry 
Wrong Chimney” and “A Christmas 
Carol,” Tank Lowe; 2022, “Beauty and 
Beast Jr.,” Ted Smith; “It’s A Wonderful 
Life,” Joy Cash; 2023, “Wells County 
Sings,” Joy Cash.

The name has changed, but theater is alive 
in Wells County, now as Creative Arts Theater

Backdrops for Creative Arts Theater productions are now 
able to be painted in another area of the Life Community 
Church building, rather than on the stage itself. Ted Smith 
and Ainsley Werich were checking on the progress of the 
Emerald City backdrop for the upcoming production of 
“The Wizard of Oz,” being painted by Wells County artist 
Nancy Wagner. 

Want to buy a ticket to a theater production ahead of 
time? Here Tammy Ray, Director of Creative Services for 
the Creative Arts Council shows where the entrance to 
the CAC office is located, right beside the entrance door 
to the theater behind her. 

(Photos by Barbara Barbieri) 
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The space at the Life Community 
Church building has allowed the Creative 
Arts Theater to have ample space for the 
storing of props and costumes. Rehears-
al sites and theater uses still need to be 
scheduled with the church.

Two productions are scheduled by Cre-
ative Arts Theater for this summer, offer-
ing acting experiences to youngsters in 
the community.

 “The Wizard of Oz” featured students 
from ages 12 to 18 with performances on 
the weekend of June 16-17. Ted Smith 
directed. “Winnie the Pooh” will feature 
students ages 8 to 11 on the weekend of 
July 23-24. Ainsley Werich will direct. 

And in the planning stages are “The 
Legend of Sleepy Hollow” with Tank 
Lowe as director and the musical “White 
Christmas” with Joy Cash as director.�

Storage space for Creative Arts Theater costumes no longer is a problem as the Life Com-
munity Church building has provided large rooms for both the theater’s costumes and for 
the Creative Arts Dance costumes. Above, Ainsley Werich, at left, and Ted Smith were 
checking on props they might need for “Winnie the Pooh” and “The Wizard of Oz.”
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Klint and Sarah Fiechter, 
center, stand in the gover-
nor’s office in the Indiana 
Statehouse. The Fiechters 
were the first family in 
Wells County to sponsor 
and host a Ukrainian fam-
ily. As of the beginning 
of June, eight Ukrainian 
families and three individ-
uals have moved to Wells 
County. Pictured with the 
Fiechters are their chil-
dren, from left, Emitt, Otto 
and White. At the far right 
are Roman Tarasov, Vikto-
riia Serdiuk and Yaroslav 
Serdiuk. (Photo provided)

By CHET BAUMGARTNER
When Olga Laishevkin and her two 

sons fled their home in Ukraine, they left 
almost all behind  —  except for parts 
from one son’s dismantled computer and 
its keyboard.

The refugees first lived in Latvia and 
another area of Ukraine for about nine 
months before flying to the United States 
— once again leaving behind everything 
that couldn’t fit into one backpack and 
two suitcases for each family member.

Olga couldn’t speak English, and she 
had depleted her savings while living as 
a refugee. And she had never personally 
met the Arnolds, the Bluffton family who 
welcomed her at the O’Hare International 
Airport baggage claim.

First, Laishevkin asked the Arnolds 
why they wanted to help her. And then 
she asked why they trusted her enough to 
invite her and her sons to live with them.

About three or four months earlier, 
though, the Arnolds’ pastor, Steve Sur-
baugh, asked the Life Church congrega-
tion a question: Would they help Ukrai-
nian refugees?

Bryce and Hannah Arnold first looked 
at each other.

Then, “We looked down, and all of our 
kids were looking at us, like, ‘Yeah, we 
need to help,’” Hannah Arnold said.

Since July of 2022, the Arnolds and 

nine other Wells County households have 
hosted or sponsored eight Ukrainian fami-
lies and three Ukrainian individuals.

The Wells County families navigated 
the paperwork to bring the refugees to the 
United States and to help them financial-
ly and materially until they could sustain 
themselves. They also agreed to provide or 
find homes for them and to provide trans-
portation and help their children enroll in 
the county’s schools.

And they agreed to help the refugees 
— or “friends,” as they call them — 
acclimate to a new culture that they now 
— and most likely from now on — call 
home.

“We are brothers and sisters in Christ,” 
Hannah Arnold said. “We can be there for 
each other and understand the differences.

“In a sense, it looks like a big sacrifice, 
but it’s been a bigger blessing.”

———
Maksim Glotov holds up a plant.
The pastor speaks in rapid Russian 

(rapid, at least, to American ears), and he 
tells the congregation at the Foundations 
building on West Market Street to plant 
deep roots no matter where they live and 
bear fruit for God.

The crowd of about seven Ukrainians 
listen attentively during the church ser-
vice, but the translation app struggles to 
keep up.

“Big spine ponytail and how to iden-
tify ripe watermelons,” it sputters as Glo-
tov continues preaching. “Dry ponytail 
should be dry twisted. And if it is big 
green, then this is the Earth, even if water-
melon. Well, either the yellow tip should 
dry out.”

The Ukrainians who speak English do 
better than the app, but like Laishevkin, 
most primarily or only spoke Russian 
or Ukrainian when they first arrived — 
though one child had memorized multiple 
movie quotes.

To communicate, the Arnolds and the 
Laishevkins spoke through their phones 
or typed their thoughts into a translation 
app, but even with those resources avail-
able, thoughts didn’t always translate as 
intended. Once, for instance, Arnold told 
Laishevkin that she was “running” to the 
store, and Laishevkin assumed Arnold 
was literally running to the store.

“It was so exhausting to translate 
everything,” Arnold said.

“It’s quite exhausting to speak through 
a phone,” Surbaugh said. “You kind of 
have to work to get that understanding.”

The Ukrainians are working and learn-
ing, however, thanks in part to a series of 
English-language classes every Wednes-
day night at the Wells County Public 
Library’s main branch.

They also learned as they spent time 

together, particularly when they first 
arrived. The Arnolds and Laishevkins, for 
instance, often played Monopoly together.

While the Ukrainians are working to 
adopt the American language, they’re 
more hesitant to adopt its cuisine. One 
couple, for instance, hesitates to drink 
water with ice because they assume the 
ice will cause colds.

“They graciously eat all my food, but 
they don’t like any of it,” Arnold said.

When Oleg Artiushenko came to live 
in Ossian, he packed some clothes, his 
prosthetic leg and food, particularly pep-
peroni — far superior to American pep-
peroni, he said.

Artiushenko lives with Arnold’s son. 
Before that, he lived in Poland for about 
three months. For about seven months 
before that, he lived in the rehabilitation 
center that served homeless Ukrainians. 

Artiushenko lived in his own home 
before that, but he worked at the center, 
providing material support along with the 
Gospel.

He said he hopes to one day start a 
similar ministry in America, but for now, 
he works at Perma-Column in Ossian and 
at a dairy farm on Saturdays and some 
Sundays.

Another Ukrainian operated his own 
business in Ukraine. Now he drives a fork 
lift during the night shift. A former history 

Who We AreWho We Are

War wearyWar weary
are welcomedare welcomed
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professor is working to earn her certified 
nursing assistant license. Glotov works at 
Meyer Building.

Overall, only about 10 percent of the 
refugees work in jobs similar to their pre-
vious vocations in Ukraine, said Chara 
Fennig, the volunteer coordinator for the 
Ukrainian Friends Ministry, an organiza-
tion that helped coordinate the effort to 
support refugees in Wells, Jay and Adams 
counties.

“For a lot of people, it’s been a tough 
adjustment” she said.

But, she also said, “They’ve been will-
ing to do what they need to do. I praise 
the group for being flexible.”

———
Bluffton resident Alyssa Aschliman 

tucked herself beneath a blanket one 
morning to begin her devotions when 
7-year-old Bohdana stopped her.

Then she ran to her room upstairs and 
fetched her journal, “snuggled up to me” 
beneath the blanket, and opened her Bible 
storybook, Aschliman said.

Like other Wells County families, 
Aschliman and her husband, Blaine, are 
hosting families with children, but unlike 
the other families, they don’t have any 
children.

“I’ve had so much fun picking out 
girls’ bedspreads,” Aschliman.

“I like hearing their chatter. It sounds 
so cute. It’s been so neat to see them learn 
English and make friends at school.

“I’m kind of like a proud parent.”
The Aschlimans are hosting Glotov; 

his wife, Irina; Bohdana; and 4-year-old 
Ivanna.

They too agreed to host refugees when 

their church asked for volunteers, but 
the Aschlimans didn’t think their 1,600 
square-foot home would comfortably 
accommodate a family.

But then Blaine Aschliman heard 
about the Glotovs’ and their needs.

And Alyssa Aschliman saw the pic-
tures of the girls.

And for about eight months, they sac-
rificed their upstairs to give the family a 
private place to stay. They opened their 
kitchen — telling the family to explore 
their cabinets and fridge and enjoy any 
food they find. Blaine Aschliman let 
someone — he doesn’t know who — 
wear his brown, fuzzy slippers.

They also needed more shelf space 
downstairs for the new toys they pur-
chased (“Christmas was fun,” Alyssa 
Aschliman said) or that people have 
donated.

The Glotovs moved into their own 
apartment in the beginning of June, but 
the Aschlimans now realize they live in 
a bigger house than they thought, Blaine 
Aschliman said.

“We realize how much we really have 
comparatively, even though I can think 
we don’t have that much compared to 
other people,” he said.

And though the Aschlimans sometimes 
wished Bohdana and Ivanna wouldn’t lay 
on the couch and kick the living room 
window blinds, they don’t regret the deci-
sion to invite them in.

“Every once in a while I saw the girls 
running around and just having fun, and 
then I think about the kids who are still 
living in Ukraine ... and I’m so glad that 

Maksim Glotov uses 
a plant as an illustra-

tion during a Saturday 
church service for the 

Ukrainian refugees. 
Glotov planted churches 

as a pastor in Ukraine 
before he and his fam-

ily moved to Wells 
County to escape the 

war. (Photo by Chet 
Baumgartner)

(Continued on Page 32)
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Agency adapts to new 
requirements amid 
leadership changes

By TANYA CAYLOR
Bi-County Services grew from around 

30 employees to more than 170 during 
Marsha Nicholas’s 45 years at the agency 
serving adults with intellectual disabili-
ties.

The longtime Human Resources direc-
tor adapted to similar growth in govern-
ment regulations. There was a lot to keep 
track of, so much so that the prospect of 
training someone to replace her proved 
daunting.

Yet when she reviewed her check-
list with incoming HR Director Heather 
Baumgartner shortly before her scheduled 
retirement date, the notoriously efficient 
Nicholas discovered they were two weeks 
ahead of schedule.

It was a good thing, because her last 
two weeks of work never happened. A 
back injury landed her in the hospital and 
then a rehab center.

“It was really sad,” Nicholas said of 
the way she closed out her career. But she 
was relieved that her untimely exit didn’t 
leave the agency in dire straits.

“That part I felt good about,” she said. 
“I did feel really good leaving it with 
Heather. She’s very capable and knowl-
edgeable.”

BCS also saw longtime Program 
Director Joyce Bussard move into a semi-
retirement role this spring after 30 years 
at the agency. Both changes were planned 
well in advance; new Program Director 
Erika Squires worked closely with Bus-
sard as quality assurance manager and 
residential administrator.

 “I feel confident of all the changes in 
leadership that have been put into place,” 
said Bussard, who now serves as QAM in 
a part-time position. “Erika is terrific and 
will carry the torch for the consumers in 
new and different ways” as the agency 
begins a process of federally mandated 
community integration.

To remain in compliance, BCS closed 
its sheltered workshop in Bluffton as well 
as its pallet-making operation in Deca-
tur. The agency now focuses on music 
therapy, life skills classes and job support. 
It also operates five group homes and 
assists consumers who live with family, 
housemates or independently in their own 
homes or apartments.

A new regulation called the “Settings 
Rule” is forcing BCS to reinvent itself. 
But if there’s one thing both Nicholas and 
Bussard learned during their many years 
in the intellectual disability field, it’s that 
change is constant. 

Learning to expect the unexpected 
When Nicholas started in 1977, BCS 

— then known as the Adams-Wells Asso-
ciation for Retarded Citizens — was 
located in Vera Cruz. Newly married and 
working at McDonald’s, the 19-year-old 
was looking for an office job.

 “I was tired of coming home with 
grill burns on my arms and smelling like 
grease,” she explained.

Though she had a desk and a type-
writer and papers to file, Nicholas quickly 
discovered her “office job” was far from 
predictable. Sharing space with consum-
ers working on educational and industrial 
activities meant frequent interruptions.

It wasn’t long before the agency start-
ed its first group homes. Some days she 
found herself using a paint brush; other 
times she staffed houses that were short 
on help. At times it was frustrating, but 
there was a lot of fun and laughter, too.

“There are lots of memories, so many 
people I’ve seen come and go,” she said.

One highlight was taking consumers 
on a trip to Memphis to see Elvis Pres-
ley’s Graceland estate. The low points, 
inevitably, are when favorite consumers 

pass on.
“I cried my eyes out when I went to 

Mattie Zook’s funeral at her home,” she 
recalls.

The backbone of the operation
Nicholas doesn’t remember when she 

took over as HR director, only that it was 
before the agency’s 1989 move to Bluff-
ton, on its campus near Kroger that now 
includes Whicker Park and a brand new 
nine-hole disc golf 
course.

“When offered the 
position of Human 
Resources, I didn’t 
even know what it 
meant,” she confesses. 
“But I said ‘Sure!’”

Nicholas is always 
surprised when she 
hears others describe 
Human Resources as 
dull work.

 “I’ve always found 
it rewarding,” she 
said. She sees HR as 
the backbone of the 
agency, which keeps 
the pieces in place that 
allows programming to 
occur.

There’s also a bit 
of detective work 
involved. “In HR there 

are always two sides to every story,” 
she said. “The truth lies somewhere in 
between.”

She’s just grateful that the typing test 
she took at age 19 didn’t disqualify her 
from what turned out to be a meaningful 
career. When she found it a while back 
going through papers to shred, she was 
stunned.

“It was horrendous,” she laughs. “I 
remember looking at it and 
thinking it was horrible!”

Implementing the 
Settings Rule

Before COVID, 60 to 80 
consumers arrived each week-
day for classes at BCS. 

Now daily attendance is 20 
to 25.

The agency still serves 
more than 130 clients in 
Adams and Wells counties. 
But increasingly, staff work 
with them out in the com-
munity to meet the standards 
of the Settings Rule, which 
requires consumers to spend 
as much time as possible in 
settings that aren’t limited to 
people with disabilities.

Even before the pandemic, 
Bussard was planning to dis-
mantle the agency’s elemen-
tary school-style model, in 

In 45 years at Bi-County Services, Marsha 
Nicholas learned to expect the unexpected

Marsha Nicholas, at right in left photo, trained her longtime assistant, Heather Baumgartner, left, to replace her when she retired as HR direc-
tor at Bi-County Services after 45 ½ years.(Photo by Tanya Caylor) In right photo, longtime BCS Program Director Joyce Bussard, shown here 
with consumer Stanley Heckman, shifted into a semi-retirement role as part-time quality assurance manager this spring.  (Photo provided)

After BCS closed its shel-
tered workshop in 2022 to 
comply with federal regula-
tions, consumer Ashley Ser-
gent found a job at Wendy’s.
(Photo by Tanya Caylor)
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which consumers spent most of their day 
in assigned classrooms when not engaged 
in music therapy, workshop or skills ses-
sions.

That move proved controversial, espe-
cially among those who don’t understand 
the Settings Rule that took effect in March 
2023. But Bussard is not one to shy away 
from controversy. A criminal justice 
major who became hooked on the social 
justice aspects of the intellectual disabili-
ties field after taking a second job to pay 
off credit card bills, she quickly became a 
fierce consumer advocate upon her arrival 
at BCS in 1992.

Closing the two workshops in 2022 
upset even more people. But Bussard is 
thrilled that more consumers are now 
working community jobs than ever 
before, around 15 percent. And more are 
likely to enter the workforce if transporta-
tion difficulties can be resolved. 

Meanwhile, those who participate in 
agency activities are doing so by choice, 

taking classes that interest them, rather 
than attending what Bussard contends 
previously amounted to little more than 
adult daycare.

“We want what’s best for our people,” 
she said in 2021. “We’re not looking to 
have people come in and sit in class-
rooms. A lot of that is crowd control, toi-
leting people and some of them sleeping 
because they’re so bored.”

Putting COVID in context
According to Nicholas, the difficul-

ties presented by COVID and the Settings 
Rule are nothing compared to what the 
agency had to contend with in the mid-
1980s, when it was learned the departing 
executive director had failed to keep up 
with payroll taxes.

The IRS bill was $68,233.
“We didn’t know if we were going to 

survive,” she recalls. 
Nicholas says it’s not true that, as leg-

end has it, staff worked for a time without 

 Rather than retiring, Larry Braun took a part-time position that allows him to take consum-
ers on fishing trips and other fun activities. Consumer Josh Niblick, center, formerly worked 
at the BCS Decatur Workshop but now has a job at Lowe’s. (Photo by Tanya Caylor) 

(Continued on Page 39)
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By BOB CAYLOR
Twenty years ago, Gil Peña and his 

sons Adam and Isaac lost their jobs when 
their employer went out of business. 
Using their three homes as collateral, 
they secured enough credit to start Peña’s 
Mechanical Contractors in Ossian. 

That beginning was modest. Their first 
shop was a 1,700-square-foot pole barn in 
Ossian. Their first office was five desks 
squeezed into Gil Peña’s living room. For 
a time, his desk was the top of a barrel, 
Gil Peña remembers.

They’ve prospered since 2003 by 
building equipment to help customers 
improve their own businesses. Peña’s 
Mechanical designs, fabricates and 
installs a huge range of structures and 
equipment inside industries of many 
kinds. Material-handling systems, from 
conveyor lines to bagging and shrink-
wrapping machines to overhead cranes, 
are a major part of the business. 

They also can make a manufacturing 
space more effective by building storage 
racks, stairways, raised platforms and 
more. Sometimes businesses hire them 
to repair, alter or reconfigure equipment. 
The company can handle the biggest 
modification of all — relocating an entire 
plant’s operations to another site. All of 
this is only a small sample of what the 
company can do for its customers. 

In the years since they set to work in 

a crowded living room, they’ve expand-
ed to a 24,000-square-foot facility on 
the north end of Ossian. They employ 
about 35 people. Most of their business 
has always come from the area. As Vice 
President Isaac Peña says, “If you can’t 
do work for your neighbor, who can you 
do work for?” They began by building 
on local relationships with customers — 
some initiated when they worked for their 
previous employer. But as managers in 
those local businesses have transferred to 
other sites or found jobs with other com-
panies, Peña’s Mechanical has extended 
its reach.

Gil Peña, who retired in 2019, joins 
with President Adam Peña rattling off 
a list of distant locations where teams 
of Peña workers have tackled projects: 
Maryland, Phoenix, California, Toronto, 
Mexico City, among others. Adam Peña 
said that last year, more distant custom-
ers accounted for 20 to 25 percent of their 
work. That’s about double the share of 
work the company typically does outside 
the immediate area.

As the company has cultivated more 
customers across a wider geographic 
range, Peña’s Mechanical has also worked 
in more and more sectors of manufac-
turing. Adam and Isaac Peña take turns 
bouncing examples off one another: Food 
processing. Automotive. Ethanol plants. 
Medical equipment. Telecommunications. 

Steel mills. Feed mills. And more.
Gil Peña says he really has retired. 

He’s happy to let his sons carry on the 
legacy.

“They do a good job. They do a better 
job than I did,” the elder Peña said. 

Gil Peña says his sons are more sophis-
ticated managers. “My management was, 
‘Get the job done.’” His sons’ command 
of detailed information helps them work 
even better with customers and employ-
ees alike. 

“We learned it all from him,” Isaac 
Peña said. 

Adam Peña elaborated.
“We took those principles and maybe 

surrounded them with newer technology 
and different ways of communicating — 

using 3-D CAD drawings instead of a 
napkin. We had so many drawings done 
on Subway napkins it’s not even funny. 
But we’ve slowly progressed over time 
…”

Gil Peña cut in, joking, “Now we use 
paper towels.”

There’s no joking involved when Gil 
Peña shares his pride in the continued 
success of the family business. 

“The company runs the same way, 
with me or without me, with the standards 
of quality, management and customer 
base. I’m not in the picture, but it’s still 
the same Peña’s Mechanical Contrac-
tors. That’s important. There will always 
have to be a Peña involved with Peña’s 
Mechanical Contractors.” �

Humble 
beginnings

Twenty years ago, Vice President Isaac Peña, left, and President Adam Peña, right, found-
ed Peña’s Mechanical Contractors with their father, Gil Peña, center, who retired in 2019. 
(Photo by Bob Caylor)

Second generation expanding the Peña footprint
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When Gil Peña and his sons founded Peña’s Mechanical Contractors in 2003, the office 
staff worked out of Gil Peña’s living room. This photo from that team is displayed in the 
24,000-square-foot facility in Ossian where Peñas Mechanical Contractors now operates. 
(Photo provided)
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An employee at Peña’s Mechanical Contractors powdercoats a project. (Photo provided)
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By MARK MILLER
There are days, nights or moments in 

life that one never forgets. For the Herr 
family in Chester Township, that would 
be June 21, 2022.

“We had often joked that if this place 
catches fire, we may as well turn around 
and go back to bed,” Bruce Herr said. 
“Of course, that didn’t happen.”

The family has been tending chickens 
since 1994. They started with 30,000 
birds, and then expanded with a second 
barn in 2012 — another 30,000. The 
hens produce 50,000 eggs a day, all fer-
tile eggs. Under contract with Hy-Line 
North America in Warren, where those 
eggs are delivered, the Herrs produce 
what is called “grandparent stock.” 

“We make the birds that make the 
eggs that you eat for breakfast,” Twilla 
Herr explained.

I t  w a s ,  B r u c e 
recalled without hesi-
tation, 11:41 p.m. of a 
warm, summer night.

“We got a ‘hi-temp’ alarm,” he said, 
which meant that it was at least a bit 
warmer in one of the barns than it should 
be. He remembers groaning. “Well, I 
better go check it out,” he told his wife. 
But about halfway across the driveway 
from their home to the barn, he saw the 
glow. “Oh my gosh,” he remembers 
thinking.

He had not bothered to grab his cell 
phone, so he had to hurry back to make 
the 911 call.

“But they were squirting water in 15 
minutes,” he continued. Chester Town-
ship fire chief Jody Nusbaumer was the 
first to arrive in the department’s main 
truck, “and Adam Grover was right 
behind him.”

“A couple of the firemen later told us 
that the call had gone out that it was a 
chicken coop fire,” Twilla continued the 
narrative. “They said their first thought 
was that the fire would be out by the 
time they got there. But then they ran the 
address through their head and thought 
‘wait a minute, that’s no chicken coop!’”

“Jody had called back in that ‘This 
is an all-in,’” Bruce added. A total of 
eight fire departments would eventually 

answer the call. “The 
Red Cross came out 
and provided water 
for the firemen,” the 
story continued, “and 

the EMS came out just in case.” Most of 
the crews were there until after 4 a.m.

The glow from the blaze, they later 
heard could be seen from at least 12 
miles away. One of the Herrs’ daughters 
lives east of Poneto. “They could see the 
flames from there,” Twilla reported.

The barn was an all-steel structure 
— framework, siding and roof. Hence 

it was difficult for the firemen to get 
the water applied to the interior. Their 
main focus was to save the other, older 
barn just 75 feet to the west. Fortunately, 
what breeze there was that night was 
from out of the west. An excavator was 
brought in to demolish the “tunnel” — 
a building that connects the two barns 
— “so the fire couldn’t creep over,” son 
Zane Herr added.

Initially, fans that are meant to venti-
late and keep fresh air in the barn inte-
riors pulled the smoke from the burning 
barn into the original. That power was 
soon cut, which meant the 30,000 chick-
ens in that building would likely get 
overheated.

“We didn’t think they had survived 
the smoke,” Bruce continued. “But the 

The Herr family decided to rebuild after a devastating fire

Fire and feathers

Top: Firefighters from eight departments came out to battle the flames that could be seen 
as far as 12 miles away. (Photo by Dave Schultz) Above: Abe, Twilla, Bruce and Zane Herr 
with their new red barn in the background. (Photo by Mark Miller)

(Continued on Page 34)

We’re pretty fortunate to 
live in Wells County.

— Twilla Herr

“
”
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While the June 2022 fire that destroyed one of two chicken egg-laying barns 
on Bruce and Twilla Herr’s Chester Township farm presented a number of chal-
lenges, the family’s budding winery didn’t miss a beat.

“Dash-90 Wines” — the name comes from the address, 6750W-900S-90, War-
ren — had its beginnings about six or seven years ago when “we were mostly 
curious as to whether we could do it,” Twilla Herr said. 

In April 2017, they planted 500 vines. After putting the finishing touches last 
year on their new tasting room — a former sheep barn — the winery hosted sev-
eral weekend “pop-up sales” that have now expanded to a much more regular 
schedule.

The tasting room is now open each and every Thursday and Friday from 3 to 8 
p.m as well as Saturdays from noon until 8. There are also special events, primar-
ily announced on their Facebook page, such as the Valentines Day get-together 
that drew a near-full-house. There’s also a regular euchre tournament on the sec-
ond Saturday of each month.

The outdoor area has been enlarged to include an expanded patio and a handi-
cap ramp has been added. Also new this year to add to the rural ambiance: a genu-
ine restored corn crib that serves as a covered patio. Permanent restrooms have 
also been added for the 2023 season.

While local and area food trucks will often be on site, the winery is now part-
nering with Columbia City’s The Kitchen & Co. to offer light snacks, wraps and 
“Grab-and-Go Grazers” — a down-on-the-farm term for what is elsewhere called 
a Charcuterie Board. 

Dash-90 now has 16 wine varieties with two more to be added. “We have an 
apricot and a Pino Grigio in the works,” says Twilla Herr. And they like to keep 
a farm-theme in what they name their varieties of dry, sweet and semi-sweet cre-
ations, such as “Golden Clucker,” “White GOAT,” “Rural Treasure,” and two 
wines named after the nearby river: “Salamonie Sweet” and a dry “Salamonie 
White.” Additionally, wine slushies have proven to be a customer favorite, so they 
now come up with a flavor-of-the-month.

There will also be entertainment during weekend hours with plans for special 
July 4 and Labor Day events. And then there is the annual Post Turkey Trot 5-K 
race to benefit the Southern Wells High School cross-country team.

“We’re having fun,” Twilla says.
— Mark Miller

... and wine
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By JESSICA BRICKER
“I’m not the best teacher I know,” 

Bluffton’s Tara Cocanower says often.
But some would debate that — just 

ask state education officials.
Cocanower’s teaching style has 

been described as innovative, fun and 
inspiring. She’s been known to take 
over the Bluffton High School com-
mons area while teaching World His-
tory students about ancient Rome to 
race “chariots” — which are actually 
small robots called Spheros that stu-
dents have outfitted like Roman race 
carts.

“Every time I walk into her class-
room or every time I just walk by her 
classroom, it is so evident that she 
loves her students. She loves teach-
ing,” Bluffton High School Principal 
Steve Baker says.

She brings to life the subject matter 
and makes it relevant for her students, 
he adds.

“Seldomly have I seen a teacher 
with so much empathy and under-
standing for students,” Baker says. 
“Her mission truly is that she wants 
to make a difference in the lives of 
her students and you can tell that with 
every lesson that she prepares.”

Last fall, Cocanower was named 
a Top 10 finalist for Indiana Teacher 
of the Year after she was named the 
2022 Bluffton-Harrison Metropoli-
tan School District Educator of the 
Year. Then she made the Top 3. And 
in October, during a schoolwide con-
vocation, it was announced she had 
been named the state’s top teacher for 
2023 with her colleagues and students 
cheering her on and her family mem-
bers lined up on stage.

“Our district is very proud of Mrs. 
Cocanower and her accomplishments 
as a professional educator,” BHMSD 
Superintendent Dr. Brad Yates said 
at the time. “Her daily impact on the 
lives of our students is beyond mea-
sure.”

Since that October announcement, 
it’s been a whirlwind for Cocanower, 
who has worked at BHMSD since 
2014. She has had speaking engage-
ments across Wells County, sharing 
her story of growing up here, leaving 

for college and then to Romania to 
serve in the Peace Corps before decid-
ing to come back to teach here. 

And she’s taken her mission and 
her passion for “world changers” 
beyond her community.

She spoke to the Indiana State 
Board of Education in February, talk-
ing about the importance of sharing 
the great things that happen inside 
Indiana classrooms every day. Dr. 
Katie Jenner, Indiana Secretary of 
Education, hosted Cocanower in Indi-
anapolis for the SBOE meeting.

“For many educators, becoming 
a teacher is a calling to serve others 
and make a positive impact on the 
world, one student at a time, and Mrs. 
Tara Cocanower is the embodiment 
of someone who was truly meant to 
be a teacher,” Jenner said in Octo-
ber. “When you see the way she con-
nects with her students, it is clear to 
those around her that in addition to 
maximizing student learning, she is 
positively impacting lives and prepar-
ing her students to do the same. By 
believing in her students and being a 
trusted mentor, she is empowering the 
next generation of leaders and, as she 
calls them, ‘world changers.’”

In January, she visited with teach-
ers at Southern Wells Community 
Schools, sharing some of the tools she 
uses in the classroom and encourag-
ing connection-building through sup-
porting students and fellow educators. 
Over spring break, Cocanower vis-
ited Northwest Allen County Schools, 
speaking to administrators on teacher 
retention, school culture and how to 
empower staff. 

She’s met with aspiring teachers 
all over the state, including students 
at Tippecanoe School Corporation and 
the Trine University School of Educa-
tion, as well as attendees at the Educa-
tors Rising conference in Muncie. She 
networked with and learned from her 
fellow 2023 teachers of the year from 
across the nation at Google headquar-
ters in California.

She was named “Hero of the 
Game” for the Indianapolis Indians on 
Teacher Appreciation Night. And she 

Indiana’s Teacher of 
the Year embracing 
unique opportunities

(Continued on Page 33)

Being chosen as Indiana’s teacher of 
the year included a reception at the 
White House in Washington, D.C. 

(Photo provided)
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Pretzels Inc. is Proud to be Hershey
You know us as Pretzels Inc.  We’ve been a leading supplier of private label snack foods for more 

in our people.

What you may not know is that Pretzels Inc. is now a part of The Hershey Company.

Hershey, the makers of iconic brands like Hershey’s, Reese’s, Kit Kat, Twizzlers and Jolly Ranchers 
has added Dot’s Pretzels and Pretzels Inc. alongside it’s leading salty snack brands, SkinnyPop and 
Pirates Booty to become a fast-growing, snacking powerhouse.

worldwide.  Ask any Hershey employee and they’ll tell you that the company’ has a strong 
culture and legacy built on purpose and values. Values of integrity, togetherness, excellence and 

planet, and also guide us in our purpose of Making More Moments of Goodness for consumers 
around the world.

We’re honored to have been named one of America’s most just companies by CNBC for the third 
straight year

We’re proud of the work we’ve done as Pretzels Inc., and grateful to the people who helped us 
become and important part of the community.  And we’re looking forward to a great future as 
part of one of America’s most recognizable companies.  We hope you’ll join us on this next step 
in our journey.
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By MARK MILLER
It may have been in high school, or maybe while 

attending the University of Northwestern Ohio. Kevin 
Morris is not sure exactly when and where he got “the 
teaching bug.”

After graduating from Norwell High School in 1984, 
he decided to get an associates degree in automotive and 
diesel technology at the Lima, Ohio-based school. He 
came back to his native Wells County and accepted a job 
at what was then Bob Bate Chevrolet in Ossian. With a 
few years of experience under his belt, he began some 
part-time teaching back in Lima.

“I really enjoyed that, “ he says, “but…” He and his 
wife, Deb — they were high-school sweethearts — were 
starting a family. He was helping this grandfather farm. 
They had no desire to move to Ohio and the commute 
was “way too long,” he adds.

So instead, he started his own business, opening Pre-
cision Services in 1994 on Bluffton’s west side. Initially, 
it was just himself but he soon added another mechanic. 
And then another.

“At some point I was looking for a couple more,” he 
continues. “Which is one of the reasons I’m teaching. I 
want to get kids interested in this and involved.”

The teaching bug returned.
About 12 years ago, he became aware that Norwell’s 

automotive program was on a hiatus after a teacher’s res-
ignation. “I knew they had that facility just sitting there 
so I went to the administration and told them if they 
wanted to fire it back up, I’d be interested.” The response 
was that “they’d love to but not right now,” he continues. 
He had enough workers at the time to accept a one-day-
per-week instructor’s position at Ivy Tech in Fort Wayne. 
“I got my teaching bug fix,” he says.

About two years later, Norwell called with some 
news. They had an opportunity to apply for a grant to get 
some tools and get the program restarted. Would he be 
interested?

Morris took a couple of online classes through Ball 
State University which, along with his years of on-the-
job experience qualified him for a “workplace specialist 
license” to teach in Indiana high schools.

At first, it was just one class per day. The next year, 
those students moved into a second level course and he 
added a new beginners’ class.

“So, two periods a day, come back to the shop, put 
a full day in here,” he continues. That went on for “oh, 
six or seven years. And then the administration called 
again.” There had been another teacher resignation; 
would he be interested in picking up an “Introduction to 
Transportation” class? 

“It was an overview course — all things transporta-
tion, cars, trucks, boats, rockets,” he says. “Could I stay 
one more period each day? Well, my wife was very gra-
cious. She said ‘you know, I think that’s what you should 
be doing so I will cover here.’”

She was right (“of course,” Morris adds with a smile.) 
He was one of just four educators in the entire state to 
receive an award of excellence for outstanding secondary 
and post-secondary career and technical education pro-
gram of study in the spring of 2022.

Just as the new school year was about to begin this 
past fall, the administration called again. There had been 
a last-minute resignation this time. They were in a spot, 
but it would have put Morris into a classroom that he 
knew the students didn’t really want to be in. But a con-
versation had started. He wanted to help. The “bug” was 
still there.

“I told them that if they could get me credentialed, I 
could pick up the ‘Introduction to Construction’ class,” 
he continues. “I have some skills in that; I’ve re-habbed 
our house. They figured it out.”

So for the first semester of the 2022-23 school year, 
Kevin Morris was a full time teacher. Talk about a fix for 
a “bug.”

It was apparently another correct choice. Northern 
Wells Community School Superintendent Mike Springer 
nominated Morris as the 2023 district Educator of the 
Year. He was among the three county honorees at the 
annual Chamber of Commerce dinner in February.

“We’ve built an automotive program with the help of 
the administration and various community members,” he 
told a school assembly that gave him a standing ovation 
when the announcement was made in December. “While 
I do appreciate this, this is a team effort.”

That is one of the main reasons Springer nominated 
Morris, adding that his “great communication with par-
ents and students daily” and his “enthusiasm and positive 

attitude (that) have such an impact.”
The administration found another teacher for that 

constructions course for the second semester of the past 
school year, allowing Morris to cut back a bit in his 
teaching duties. “I was a 6/7th teacher,” he quips. That 
has allowed him to spend a bit more time in the shop 
although he quickly adds his wife is handling that end of 
their deal very well.

“I guess I just like helping people,” he explains. 
“When I started the business, one of the reasons was 
that I wanted to help people with their vehicles — help 
them get back on the road.” He found much satisfaction 
in that, as he does with his interactions with the students. 
He has heard from former students that it was often more 
about the life lessons — “like the simple process of get-
ting your car licensed and registered,” he says — that 
they appreciated.

“I’ve got a really good crew here,” he adds, referring 
to his wife and employees at their business at 520 Decker 
Drive. And that will allow him to see where his “teaching 
bug” takes him next. �

Kevin Morris’ dual roles: In top photo, he poses with his 
Auto-1 class for a picture that was used for the Cham-

ber of Commerce dinner. At right, he is with wife Deb in 
the shop at Precision Services, an auto and truck repair 

business on Bluffton’s west side. (Top photo by Erin 
Prible; right photo by Mark Miller)

Getting his 
‘teaching 
bug fixed’
(in an award-winning way)
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By BARBARA BARBIERI
Indiana is blessed with a wonderful 

assortment of state parks scattered geo-
graphically around the state so that most 
residents are less than an hour from one.

In addition to paid staff at each of the 
Department of Natural Resources proper-
ties, many of them have dedicated volun-
teers who also assist with park programs 
and belong to “Friends” groups.

Since 2009, Jody Heaston, a Norwell 
High School and Purdue University grad-
uate, has been the volunteer coordinator 
and Indiana Master Naturalist coordinator 
for the entire state. 

Consequently, she has an both office 
here at Ouabache State Park and in India-
napolis. Before accepting that position she 
was the naturalist at Mounds State Park in 
Anderson and prior to that a seasonal nat-
uralist at Salamonie Lake and Ouabache 
State Park.

As coordinator of volunteers she con-
nects individuals and groups who use their 
time, talents and resources to help with 
projects at the parks. The local Friends of 
Ouabache State Park is one such group. 
Another part of her job is doing back-
ground checks on park volunteers.

Her duties also include the planning 
of statewide “Friends” conferences held 
yearly with one year being a large gather-
ing and the next year two smaller gather-
ings at different sites in the state. In 2025, 
Ouabache is scheduled to host one of the 

smaller gatherings.
Another part of her job incudes over-

seeing the campground host program at 
the campgrounds around the state. At 
Ouabache there are two hosts who wel-
come campers and answer site questions 
from other campers. 

Another part of her job is to coordinate 
the statewide Indiana Master Naturalist 
program that is similar to the Master Gar-
deners program, only its focus is on teach-
ing about Indiana’s natural resources. In 
that role she oversees the IMN classes 
around the state, certifies that they went 
through the program and continues to 
offer advanced IMN environmental edu-
cation. To date, over 5,000 people have 
taken the IMN program and currently a 
group of 20 are completing the course at 
Ouabache under Heaston’s teaching. She 
often is the presenter for programs on 
bees and wild flowers.

When asked about a memorable expe-
rience, Heaston relates that during the 
summer of 2020 she was able to coordi-
nate a large volunteer group of 20 people 
called “A Year to Volunteer” who worked 
at Versailles State Park in southern Indi-
ana. This group travels the country in 
their recreational vehicles and volunteer 
at parks that need big projects done but 
don’t have enough paid staff to complete 
the project. Over a three week period, this 
group was able to build a 110-foot over-

(Photo provided)

Naturally, Jody Heaston is a 
naturalist (on a state level)

(Continued on Page 39)

Photo provided
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By GLEN WERLING
Rural Ossian resident Gene Donaghy saw what was 

about to happen and he was determined to stop it.
Indiana Michigan Power was moving its 12-kilovolt 

distribution line from the east side of the Norfolk South-
ern Railroad tracks starting at Yoder Road and continu-
ing southward through Ossian to Wells County Road 700 
North. It will eventually join up with an existing distribu-
tion line just south of U.S. 224 on the east side of Ind. 1. 

“The new, stronger lines and poles are designed 
to strengthen the (electrical) equipment’s resilience 
against power outages,” I&M Spokesman Tracy Warner 
explained, “but if outages occur — or maintenance is 
needed — crews will be able to access the lines and poles 
much more quickly to restore power.”

Accessing the existing line along the railroad tracks 
was difficult because while there is a right of way along-
side the tracks, there is no road. It’s just a rugged, grassy 
pathway.

Donaghy wasn’t against the line installation. He 
worked for I&M for 18 and half years and for REMC 20 
years. He understood the need for the line to be moved.

But squarely in the path of where the new line is to 
go is a massive bur oak tree that Donaghy had admired 
from his youth — and that probably has been there from 
Donaghy’s great-great-grandfather’s youth.

The tree has a trunk five feet in diameter and 18 feet in 
circumference. It towers some 80 feet over Ind. 1 and has 
a spread nearly as wide, or would be nearly as wide if its 
east side wasn’t cut back from extending out over Ind. 1.

Donaghy also understood why I&M officials believed 
the tree needed to be removed. It was in the way.

But with his knowledge of how power lines work, 
Donaghy wrote to I&M officials that it would make more 
sense to bypass the tree rather than cut it down. His argu-
ment to I&M wasn’t couched in words of appreciation for 
history or intended to appeal to the emotions. His argu-
ment was from an economic perspective: The tree’s size 
would make it extremely expensive to remove, Donaghy 
reasoned, adding that bypassing the line to the east of the 
tree would be cheaper.

He got no argument from I&M officials. They agreed 
and on Valentine’s Day, Brian Recker, project outreach 
specialist for I&M, contacted Donaghy by email and 
stated, “I wanted to follow up with you after speaking 
with our distribution team. They informed me that they 
are planning to be on the east side of SR-1 at that small 
section to avoid the large oak tree on the west side of the 
road. We do not have any plans to remove the oak tree. 
Afterwards, they plan to primarily be on the west side of 
the road.”

A red-painted “X” is at the bottom of the tree, but 
apparently the “X” wasn’t put there by the tree crew 
working with I&M, Recker stated.

As of late May, progress on the line was making its 
way slowly but steadily to the south through Ossian with 
the line having been completed from Yoder Road through 
Ossian. The tree still stands and the tree removal crew is 
long gone.

And an icon from Wells County’s past still casts its 
shadow across the highway as a reminder that it will be 
here for many years to come. �

Gene Donaghy saves a treeGene Donaghy saves a tree

Practicality, not emotion, 
preserves massive oak

Photo by Glen Werling



The News-Banner • Thursday, June 29, 2023 • 23
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Wayne Metals, LLC was formed on February 16, 2001 when Greg Myers and 
Jerome Henry acquired the assets of I-Corp, d/b/a Wayne Metal Products. Greg 
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Winning a sectional in any sport, 
and then qualifying for the state finals 
will create a special bond among those 
involved. But for the seniors on the 2022-
23 Norwell High School boys’ swim 
team, it is a bit more special.

In fact, the entire Norwell senior class 
had gone through its ups and downs.

Toward the end of the summer of 2018, 
heading into the class’s eighth-grade year, 
classmate Gabe Norris tragically died in 
a farming accident. Norris was a wrestler 
and ran cross country and track, and even 
swam for a short period of time.

Most importantly, though, he was a 
friend to most of the senior class, particu-
larly several of the athletes.

“I was pretty close with him,” Emer-
son Graft admitted. “I was friends with 
him ever since kindergarten. It was pretty 
tough losing him. He was kind of like my 
first best friend I ever had. He was a good 
friend, and losing someone that you’ve 
known for what feels like your whole life 
is something hard.”

“I was pretty good friends with him, 
too,” Sam Peterson said. “Losing him 
was a pretty big struggle my eighth-grade 
year, but ultimately that loss definitely 
shaped who I am today and many other 
people.”

“We all hung out in that core group, 
and so losing him was really tough on all 
of us,” Mikey Reidenbach III said.

Norris’s legacy continues. Peterson 
said there’s an honor that bears his name 
at the middle school called the “Gabe 
Norris Award” and his family has set up a 
scholarship under his name.

On wrestling Senior Night, the crowd 
was a sea of green shirts honoring Norris, 
and his parents were there and received 
flowers from the members of the wres-
tling team’s seniors.

On the cross-country course, a tree was 
planted to remember him. The boys took 
photos in front of the tree before their for-
mal dance.

The group of seniors that led the swim 
team to the sectional and Northeast 8 
Conference crown is particularly unique. 
The six — Reidenbach, Peterson, Graft, 
Reece Lobsiger, Marin Melcher, and 
Thomas Garza — are a tight-knit group. 
The bond they share is part of the reason 
for what they’ve been able to accomplish-
ment this year.

“We’ve just been friends for a while,” 
Peterson said of his teammates, who 
mostly have been swimming together 
since elementary school. “Swimming 
together for an hour and a half a day for 
how many weeks? — 16 weeks,” Peter-
son said. “Any friendship spending that 
much time together is going to prosper. 
We’re just such good friends.”

The group gets together on the anni-
versary of their friend’s death and vis-
its the gravesite at Sparks Cemetery and 
writes chalk messages on a platform near 
his gravesite.

The boys still keep him on their minds.
Graft keeps a wristband in his sports 

bag from the hospital when they would go 
visit him.

Peterson finds himself remembering 
him more when he’s running.

“Yeah, he was a swimmer, but when I 
run especially, I think of him when I run 
cross country and track. That was some 
of his main sports besides wrestling,” he 
said. “Those are what I think of when I 
run.”

Nearly five years after the tragedy, the 
group has learned to cope with the sad-
ness and has seen a brighter light in all of 
it.

“When he first died, it was definite-
ly hard, and it still is, but I think what’s 
come out of it, we’ve become a lot closer 
through the tragedy of his death,” Graft 
said. “Now, It’s not so much something 
sad. It’s something that unites us because 
we’ve all been through it at the same 
time. We all felt the pain that the other 
felt. I think now, it’s much more of a unit-
ing force than it is like a saddening one.”

“I think he’d really like enjoy seeing 
all of us continue our group, especially in 
honor of him,” Reidenbach said.

“When I think about it, it’s sad, but I 
think about all of the good it’s done in the 
people I’ve talked to, like the Gabe Nor-
ris award for the middle school and the 
scholarships that have been set up. Just 
all the good that’s come out, that’s exactly 
what he would have wanted to come out 
of his death,” Peterson said.

The three that qualified for the state 
finals agree that the 2022-23 team was 
much closer than last year’s and that 
friendship goes beyond swimming.

The Knights had graduated a group 
of seniors in 2022 that had led them to 

the school’s first sectional title in over a 
decade. That team included state qualifi-
ers Broderick Page, Jakob Peterson, and 
Kellen Zimmer, which meant 2022-23 
team had some major holes to fill.

“We lost a lot of seniors last year, and 
we had a great season last year —  we 
were undefeated as well (as this year),” 
2023 senior Reidenbach III said. “Trying 
to transfer that over to this year without 
those seniors, I didn’t think it was going 
to be doable, but it was, and it’s awe-
some.”

Reidenbach, who made an appearance 
in last year’s state finals, competed in four 

events this year  — the 50-yard freestyle, 
100-yard freestyle, and two freestyle relay 
races.

Senior Sam Peterson qualified for the 
first time as an individual in the 100-yard 
butterfly and the two relay races and was 
thrilled to be able to win the sectional and 
compete beyond that in his last year.

“It felt pretty satisfying just in my 
senior year to it finish off,” he said.

Emerson Graft was the final senior 
who advanced to the state finals in the 
two relay races. Rodrigo Segovia rounded 
out the group on the relay teams. �

Original reporting by Ryan Walker

A friend’s memory 
helped propel Norwell 
swimmers to state finals

Friends and classmates of Gabe Norris at his gravesite at Sparks Cemetery from left to 
right are: Sam Peterson, Bobby Kwandrans, Marin Melcher,  Thomas Garza, and Emerson 
Graft. (Photo provided)

Members of the Norwell boys’ senior swim class pose together on Senior Night, all with the 
letter G on their chest. They are, from left to right, Sam Peterson, Mikey Reidenbach III, 
Reece Lobsiger, Marin Melcher, Emerson Graft, and Thomas Garza. (Photo by Ryan Walker)
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By BARBARA BARBIERI
The  premiere edition of “Discover 

Ouabache,” an online publication of park 
activities that was released shortly after 
the first of the year, has been well received 
and used by park visitors, according to the 
magazine’s editor Kathy Schwartz.

An online brochure created for the 
2022 Festival of Lights was the inspira-
tion for the publication which will alert 
visitors to  information about the park 
and to other places to visit near the park. 
Schwartz, who is a past president of 
Friends of Ouabache State Park and orga-
nizer for the annual Wonderland of Lights 
fundraiser, explained that the digital form 
of the magazine has a lower cost and is 
more ecologically friendly than a printed 
version.

 “Discover Ouabache,” will be pub-
lished four times a year to coincide with 
the changes of season. The second issue is 
ready for reading now with a photo of a 
dragonfly on the front page.

Creative Content Director/Designer is 
Heather Bremer of Twin Suns Creative. 
Writers include Jody Heaston, Corney 
Lehman, Rose Nevil, Pastor Neil Ainslie, 
Joni Cincotta, Katia Cook, Janella Stron-
czek and Alan Daugherty while photog-
raphers are Kraig Schwartz, Alan Daugh-
erty and Janella Stronczek.

Of special interest in the current edi-
tion is an article about Odonate (dragon-
flys and Damselflys) and E.B. Bruce Wil-
liamson’s study of them.

Other articles in the summer issue 
include: nature photos taken in the park, 
information about coming events includ-
ing Christmas in July on July 22, intro-
duction of the park’s naturalists Rose 
Nevil and Brent Dausch, park upgrades 

and announcing park volunteers recog-
nized by the state’s park system.

Long time volunteers Phil and Mar-
cia Douglass took top honors at the state 
gathering and recognized for giving 2,500 
hours of their time were Schwartz, Jimmy 
Grover and Dan Allen.

To view the magazine online go to: 
discoverouabache.wixsite.com/magazine 
or scan the nearby QR code.

Lunch & Learn
The Friends group hosts a monthly 

Lunch & Learn event at at the park on the 
second Thursday of the month.

The next event will be Thursday, July 
13 at noon at the Lodge by the Lake. Pro-
gram presenters will be Rose Nevil and 
Brent Dausch as they present “Don’t Pet 
the Fluffy Cows.” Those attending should 
bring their own picnic lunch with Cor-
ner Depot Catering providing a dessert. 

Reservations may be made by emailing  
friendsofouabache@gmail.com or call 
260-824-0926. �

AUTO – HOME – LIFE – BUSINESS

Responsible Protection 
Against Life

Les Gerber Insurance

1120 N Main St, Bluff ton, IN 46714  824-1237
Erie Insurance Exchange, Erie Insurance Co., Erie 
Insurance Property & Casualty Co., Flagship City 
Insurance Co. and Erie Family Life Insurance 
Co. (Erie, PA) or Erie Insurance Co. of New York 
(Rochester, NY). Company licensure details at 
erieinsurance.com. CMS149b 8/13

PERRY GERBER KLINT FIECHTER SETH FIECHTER

The ‘Friends’ of the park 
create ‘Discover Ouabache’ 

Introducing the first copy of the online magazine “Discover Ouabache” are the Editor Kathy 
Schwartz, second from the left, and left to right contributors Joni Cincotta, Schwartz, Jody 
Heaston, Rose Nevil and Katia Cook. (Photo by Barbara Barbieri)

Scan this QR code to get to the magazine web-
site. Then click on “Read Discover” to see the 
current edition plus archived issues. Another 
feature added recently is to subscribe (free) to 
receive notification when a new issue is posted. 
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By GLEN WERLING
The true feeling sweeps over the viewer upon entry. 

The hand-hewn timber beams bespeak of a time past 
when this majestic structure served a humbler purpose.

Where once the work-a-day world of farming took 
place, now many couples begin their lives together 
joined in matrimony under the large terrace that spreads 
its wooden arms in an embrace toward the setting sun. 
It’s a picture often underscored by the golden brown 
leaves of autumnal corn or the green foliage from the 
spring and summer fields that once gave purpose to the 
cluster of buildings that Nathan and Courtney Keller call 
home.

These buildings are especially familiar to Nathan 
Keller. “I grew up here,” he recalled in an interview on 
a breezy, too-warm-for-April evening. The property, 
located about halfway between Wells County Road 700 
North and U.S. 224 on the west side of Ind. 1, has been 
in Nathan Keller’s family for three generations.

The new life for the structure now known as White 
Rock Barn and Terrace started with Courtney Keller, 
who was employed as a physician’s assistant at Bluffton 
Regional Medical Center for about eight years. When she 
and Nathan started their family, they decided Courtney 
would be a stay-at-home mom. She said the barn offered 
her the perfect space to exercise one of her joys in life — 
planning weddings.

“I’ve always liked weddings, wedding coordinating 
and planning and creating something beautiful,” she said.

“She said, ‘Hey, we could make a wedding barn out of 
this,’” recalled Nathan. “I just laughed, but then I thought 
about it and thought, ‘Well, you know we’re not going to 
be using it for anything else. Let’s give it a shot’”

Courtney knew about the big old barn before she 
and Nathan were married. The Kellers are high school 

sweethearts, graduates of Norwell 
from the Class of 2001. Nathan’s 
father, Kevin, hosted church 
youth group events in the barn as 
well as pickup basketball games 
in the upstairs hay mow. The 
barn acquired the nickname, “The 
Keller Dome.”

“Everybody remembers The 
Keller Dome,” Nathan said. But 
now, for public safety reasons, the 
basketball court is off the venue, 
but it’s still in place upstairs, 
Nathan said.

Back in those days, the barn 
featured a dirt floor. It also was 
just what it appeared to be—a 
very nice-looking old barn used 
mainly for storage of odds and 
ends.

When the Kellers took own-
ership of it, the barn structurally 
was in decent shape but to make it 
meet all of the codes required by 
the State of Indiana to host public 
events it required a lot of work.

A lot of work.
“We went through all of the 

legal routes to do the fire alarm system and improve the 
structural integrity,” Nathan Keller said. They wanted to 
make sure it was all done correctly as well so they went 
to Indianapolis and obtained a Chapter 34 evaluation. 
“We told them, ‘Hey this is what we are doing and they 
told us exactly what we needed to do.”

An architect evaluated the structure—going through 

every beam and bolt, Nathan 
said—and gave the Kellers a reha-
bilitation list. There was a lot of 
work to be done.

“When they told us what all we 
needed to do, I said, ‘We better 
start now,’” Nathan said.

And the Kellers did most of 
that work themselves.

“We had to install about 20 
kickers and we had to double up 
on all of the joists,” Nathan said. 
A kicker is a 90-degree angle-iron 
joist bracing the support beams 
of the structure and attached to 
the barn’s foundation. It greatly 
strengthens the structural integrity 
of the barn, Nathan explained.

He made them all himself.
The one bit of rehab the 

Kellers did hire out was the pour-
ing of the floor. What looks like 
an old wooden floor is actually 
artfully stamped concrete.

The Kellers also built the ter-
race with the help of a friend. The 
large entrance/exit leading from 
the barn to the terrace has an iron 

sign on the lintel, shaped and cut by Nathan with a Bible 
verse from Isaiah 26:4 — “Trust in the Lord always, for 
the Lord God is the eternal Rock.”

“We like people to know that we’re a Christ-centered 
business,” Nathan said.

The venture has also been a family affair as the 
Kellers involve their children in preparation for events 
and the take-down of decorations afterward. “It’s a good 
way to teach them responsibility,” Courtney said.

The barn itself features 2,450 square feet of space 
while the attached covered terrace space is 2,250 square 
feet. The Kellers also are able to provide 13 five-foot-
diameter round tables, 22 six-foot long tables, and 220 
wooden chairs as well as a number of decorative ameni-
ties.

White Rock Barn and Terrace also hosts other events 
such as birthday parties, celebratory dinners, dinner 
meetings and concerts. The barn and terrace are seasonal, 
open during the warmer weather months of May through 
October.

“It’s been a good side business. We’ve met a lot of 
great people,” Courtney said.

So why is the barn called White Rock Barn? “For 
multiple reasons,” Courtney said. “It’s white and we 
have a lot of rocks out back.” The terrace is surround-
ed by multiple gabions of decorative rocks — again the 
handiwork of Nathan and Courtney.

But there’s another reason behind the name.
There’s a pond on the property that Kevin Keller had 

built and the extra dirt and rocks from the ground that 

Nathan and Courtney Keller own and operate 
White Rock Barn and Terrace on Ind. 1 south 
of Ossian. The barn is on the property where 
Nathan grew up. (Photo by Glen Werling)

Turning an old barn into an event 
center was no piece of wedding cake

Like a miniature snow-
capped mountain, the 
white rock that gave 
White Rock Barn and 
Terrace its name rests 
against the foundation 
on the barn’s south side. 
(Photo by Glen Werling)
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Kevin & Deb Morris, Owners
Jason Rekeweg, Service Manager

Proudly Serving Bluffton Since 1994
0520 S. Decker Drive, Bluffton, Indiana  260-824-9149

“The Quality Service That You Deserve”

VISIT OUR MATTRESS SLEEP GALLERY

Quality Furniture, Mattresses & Window Treatments for Over 75 Years!

Furniture - Flooring - Mattresses - Window Treatments - Accessories

In-Home Consultation

Call Today for your Free

985 N. Main St., Bluff ton  (800) 759-8795 or (260) 824-1200  www.gerberfurniture.com

Check out our Facebook & Instagram 
for Daily & Weekend Specials!

Fabulous Bar Food & 
Icy Cold Brews

Dine-In or Carry Out

205 W. Market St., Bluffton  Mon-Sat 7am - 3am  Closed Sunday

STAG BAR & GRILL

2155 N. Main St., Bluff ton  
(260)824-9643

www.daniels-jewelers.net

Tues. - Fri. 9:30am - 5:30pm
Sat. 9:30am - 3pm  Sun. - Mon. Closed

Fine Jewelry and 
In Store Repair

Fine Jewelry and 
In Store Repair

The hand-hewn timber beams are original, but the floors both inside and outside on the back terrace were added as part of the major reno-
vation necessary in order to meet state public-event building standards to fulfill Courtney Keller’s vision. (Photos provided)

was removed from where the pond was 
built were mounded up behind the barn.

One of the rocks that was put in the 
mound was a large rock that Nathan’s 
father used to paint white every year, dat-

ing back to when he was growing up on 
the property.

“He didn’t even know that it got thrown 
in with the dirt into the mound,” Nathan 
said. “I’m not sure why he and his friends 

used to paint the rock white. I think it was 
like a running joke,” he added.

The rock is now located on the south 
side of the barn, although quite a bit of its 
white paint has faded. �
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By CHET BAUMGARTNER
By the time Marie turned 7, her father 

had died. Her siblings beat her, and her 
grandfather, who practiced voodoo, had 
cast a spell on her.

By the time David turned 11, his father 
had left and his mother had died. He lived 
with a family that enslaved him and beat 
him when he didn’t clean the house or 
fetch the water quickly enough.

By the time Cindy turned 12, her 
parents had both died, and she danced 
weekly for a voodoo priestess, who also 
enslaved her.

By the time Zach Bertsch turned 27, 
he oversaw the day-to-day operations at 
Christian Care Retirement Center as its 
administrator, and he and Jenny, his wife 
of almost four years, purchased a house 
large enough not only for their two chil-
dren, but also the children they planned to 
foster.

But before Zach could turn 31, he was 
bedridden and dying from stage IV colon 
cancer.

Marie, David and Cindy slept in their 
own beds, however. They ate three meals 
a day. They attended school daily and 
church weekly.

And every morning, they could hug 
their new mom and dad, a Christian cou-
ple who were raising them in their new 
homes — homes the Bertsches inspired 

others to help build through the Loving 
Shepherd Ministries Cancer Redemption 
Project.

There’s more: This initiative inspired 
more than six homes for 72 Haitian chil-
dren.

In the 10 years since Bertsch died June 
6, 2013, the Bluffton-based nonprofit that 
built those homes has added another six 
to this “Redemption Campus,” and these 
homes for 144 orphans and vulnerable 
children have created an “anchor” for 
the nearby impoverished community of 
Cavaillon, the nonprofit’s president, Doug 
Isch, said.

Additionally, he continued, they 
inspired Loving Shepherd to bless other 
communities in ways the organization 
had not originally envisioned — and these 
blessings will endure for decades to come, 
he believes.

“It still inspires me,” Isch said. “This 
has the potential to impact thousands with 
generational, eternal impact. “Looking 
back, we felt like this was a pivotal time 
in LSM’s story.”

Along with the initial six homes, the 
Cancer Redemption Project funded a 
school, and in a country where about 7 
percent graduate, already several children 
from the Redemption campus homes are 
attending Loving Shepherd’s post-sec-
ondary vocational school, LSM Tech.

Without the homes, though, they prob-
ably wouldn’t have even attended school, 
Isch said.

“These are kids, I don’t know any 
other word to define them but ‘hopeless.’ 
Their situation was completely hopeless,” 
Isch said. “Whatever God-given talent 
they had been given would almost cer-
tainly not have been developed.

“It really is a night-and-day difference 
from the vast majority of Haitian young 
people.”

Loving Shepherd has also opened the 
school to the Cavaillon community, and 
today about a third of the students come 
from there.

“Loving Shepherd’s Redemption 
school has been phenomenal in its ability 
to do really well in educating kids ... and 
that’s part of what’s drawn outside kids to 
the school,” Isch said.

Likewise, people from the community 
attend the church Loving Shepherd built 
on the campus, and between them and 
the Redemption families and others, more 
than 200 people attend each week.

“A community has been built around 
this anchor of a church and a school,” Isch 
said. “I think it’s made a huge difference.”

In fact, because of this difference, and 
because of logistical reasons, Isch said 
Loving Shepherd decided to only develop 
campuses going forward, and it’s current-

ly developing a six-home campus near the 
village of Welsh, with the third building 
scheduled for completion in July.

The children at the Welsh campus will 
attend a school Loving Shepherd already 
runs, and the children will also attend the 
nearby church. However, Isch said, Lov-
ing Shepherd intends to include a school 
and church in each of its future campuses.

“We’ve really bought into the campus 
model,” Isch said. “We’ve seen just tre-
mendous benefits in having young peo-
ple and families be able to support each 
other.”

Loving Shepherd had already built 
eight “Homes of Hope” in Haiti when the 
Bertsches approached Ed Schwartz, then 
president of Loving Shepherd, in 2010. 
Furthermore, the nonprofit had already 
established a model for each home: 
Orphaned and vulnerable children would 
live under the care of a Haitian Christian 
couple, who provide the blessings of a 
stable home life.

Unlike many group homes in the Unit-
ed States, however, the Homes of Hope 
children stay as the years pass, and they 
only leave when they graduate and attend 
a post-secondary school or to live on their 
own as adults—and yet they can always 
return to their Homes of Hope parents and 
families.

“They are family,” Schwartz said.

Zach Bertsch stands above one of the Can-
cer Redemption Project Homes of Hope 
during one of his trips to Haiti. Bertsch was 
diagnosed with stage IV colon cancer in 
2010, but before he died in 2013, he and 
his wife, Jenny, worked with Bluffton-based 
Loving Shepherd Ministries to inspire 
others to raise funds to build homes for 
orphaned and vulnerable children. 
(Photos provided)

His legacy 
lives on

What Zach Bertsch 
began continues to 

grow 10 years 
after his death
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Ouabache State Park

 Two new pre-cast concrete accessible 
vault toilets and new comfort station

 Digital Quarterly Magazine created by 
Friends of Ouabache

 New Self-guided tree trail. Trail 3 has 
trees that are labeled with QR codes 
with descriptions and information on 
our native trees

 Electric Campsites   
 Paved Bike Trail
 Public Swimming Beach
 Fire Tower
 13.4 miles of hiking trails
 Boat Rentals
 Shelter and Recreation Building Rental
 Seasonal Interpretive Naturalist Service
 American Bison Exhibit

To reserve a campsite, shelter or 
recreation building visit

www.camp.IN.gov
or call 1-866-622-6746

For more information on Ouabache State Park, please visit
www.IN.gov/dnr or call 260-824-0926
Indiana State Parks - Memories Made Naturally

Zach Bertsch hugs one of the children Loving 
Shepherd invited to live in one of the Homes of 
Hope Bertsch inspired others to help build.

“Orphanages, group homes and 
foster families are not long-term solu-
tions as children age-out during their 
teenage years and before they’re ready 
to face the stark reality of the world,” 
Schwartz said. “LSM’s Homes of Hope 
are very similar to our own biological 
homes and families. Our own biologi-
cal children live at our homes until they 
move out, but they are always part of 
the family.”

Though the Bertsches supported this 
model, they wanted to help build more 
than another home. They wanted to 
inspire a project the nonprofit couldn’t 
pursue without a special funding initia-
tive.

Schwartz then proposed the concept 
of a campus — one that could possibly 
include four homes.

Bertsch said he didn’t know if they 
could fund that ambitious of a project, 
but he agreed to at least try, Schwartz 
later wrote.

And then the funding started coming.
“Zach and Jenny’s passion and God’s 

hand on this project was just remark-
able,” Isch said.

Bertsch in particular traveled to 28 
churches to promote the project and 
raise funds, and Jenny Bertsch trav-
eled to most of them as well, and after 

Bertsch died, she continued working 
with Loving Shepherd for several more 
years. She helped with its adoption 
program and continued to promote the 
Redemption homes, as well as Loving 
Shepherd’s other programs.

In 2016, she married Jordan Miller, 
and the couple moved to Van Wert, 
Ohio. Today they attend a church in 
Paulding County, Ohio.

One Sunday in September 2017, a 
woman approached Jenny at church 
“with tears in her eyes,” she wrote on 
her blog.

“(She) shared with me that she 
is Christian today in part because of 
Zach’s testimony.” As the girl shared 
her testimony, Zach and Jenny’s daugh-
ter, Moriah, listened and asked several 
questions.

“I am so thankful that she could wit-
ness the impact of Zach’s life and death 
on another person, and I pray that as she 
grows her Daddy Zach’s testimony will 
draw her to Christ too,” Jenny wrote.

“That was one of Zach’s thoughts all 
along, that if one additional person gets 
to Heaven because of my cancer, it will 
be worth it,” Isch said. �

(Note: The Haitian children’s names 
have been changed to respect their privacy)



30 • Thursday, June 29, 2023 • The News-Banner

Two Wells County high school teams 
made history this past school year. Bluff-
ton’s football team claimed its first sectional 
title in 34 years while Southern Wells’ girls’ 
golf team had two historical firsts: an ACAC 
championship and a sectional title.

The Tigers’s feat was done in dramatic 
fashion, winning the sectional championship 
for the first time since 1988 with a 42-35 
comeback victory over the Eastbrook Pan-
thers.

“This is a program that they’ve bought 
in(to) from absolute day one, and this is the 
culmination of six years of work and even 
years of work before that,” a jittery and 
excited head coach Brent Kunkel said after 
the game on Nov. 4. “To be in this moment 
right now, it’s just a credit to our kids and our 
community, administration, assistant coach-
es. Give them all the praise and all the credit. 
I’m just a guy. These kids bought in.”

The victory did not come easy, as on the 
other sideline was the perennial power that 
is the Eastbrook Panthers, coached by Grant 
County Hall of Fame’s Jeff Adamson. The 
Panthers were looking for its 17th sectional 
title under Adamson and had the advantage 
for the majority of the game.

In fact, they had not one, but two 14-point 
leads in both the first and second halves, 
but each time, the Tigers managed to tie the 
score.

The final turning point came in the fourth 
quarter with score knotted at 35-each. After 
taking the ball from their own 15-yard-line 
to Bluffton’s two, the Tigers made a dramat-
ic goal line stand with senior Andrew Hunt 
intercepting an Eastbrook pass.

“It was a heavyweight fight, and we kept 
taking shots, and then we would make a play. 
Then, we just found a way,” Kunkel said.

It was all Bluffton from that point on.
“Never say die,” Kunkel said. “They’ve 

refused to quit. It’s that mental toughness. 
We continued to fight and continued to do 
it.”

———
Meanwhile last fall, the Southern Wells 

girls’ golf team had two history-making 
weekends in a row.

On Saturday, Sept. 10, the Raiders took 
the seven-team ACAC tournament in domi-
nant fashion with a score of 413. That was 

better by 16 strokes over second-place South 
Adams.

Head coach Ross Palmer said the group 
has been inching towards post-season suc-
cess in recent years.

“It’s a huge accomplishment for our 
girls,” coach Palmer said. “I’ve got four 
seniors, so they’ve been working for this for 
a long time, and it’s always been something 
that’s been in reach for them even in past 
years but just didn’t quite make it over the 
hump.”

Southern Wells had two of the best golf-
ers in the ACAC, Grace Meeks and Kayleigh 
Jones. The two earned back-to-back first-
team all-conference honors this past year. 
Meeks has been a medalist on several occa-
sions, including the conference’s top per-
former at the event; Jones took fifth place at 
the meet.

The two are not only a one-two punch on 
the scorecard but Palmer’s leaders on a var-
sity team of six.

“Having Kayleigh and Grace were two 
weapons out on the course at all times,” he 
said. “I know that all the other teams that 
we play are pretty excited for them to final-
ly graduate. They’re focused, and they take 
every shot seriously throughout the round, 
and that’s important for everybody on the 
team to see that focus and that drive can get 
you those types of things. Those kinds of 
successes like first-team all-conference.”

That team mindset continued into that 
second weekend, taking the sectional title at 
Arbor Trace Golf Club north of Marion with 
a team score of 318, 18 better than second-
place Northfield.

Individually, Meeks was tied for second-
best at the event, shooting an 88. Jones fin-
ished second for the Raiders with a 94, Caro-
line Ripperger and Hannah Duncan were 
next, each with a 104, and Jadyn Yencer with 
a 105.

The Raiders would join their in-county 
competitors, Bluffton and Norwell, at the 
regional the following weekend but none 
would survive to advance to state.

“It’s been a great season, it’s been a lot of 
fun, lot of success, and hopefully that’s the 
start of a tradition now for our team,” Palmer 
said. �

Original reporting by Ryan Walker

Two teams make local 
gridiron and links history

Seniors, from 
left, Nick Morrow, 

Anthony Cruz 
and Kayden King 
hold the sectional 

trophy high at 
the 50-yard line 

Nov. 4, 2022. 
(Photo by Michael 

Vanderkolk)

Members of the 
Southern Wells 
girls’ golf team 
from left to right 
are Grace Meeks, 
Kayleigh Jones, 
Hannah Duncan, 
Jaydn Yencer, and 
Caroline Ripperger. 
(Photo courtesy 
Ross Palmer)
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By DAVE SCHULTZ
Maybe what occupies 315 E. Market 

St. is a halfway house, existing between 
unchurched people who are not unspiri-
tual and a classic congregation of any 
denominaton. Maybe it’s a Christian com-
munity all its own, providing  hope and 
comfort and instruction.

Steve Rhoades, who has a background 
as an educator, felt called to set up the 
ministry. He and his wife Stephanie 
moved into the building — they live on 
the second floor  — and Steve keeps office 
hours on the first floor.

The purpose for the building, he said, is 
to “reach out to people who are not com-
fortable in a traditional church setting.”

Rhoades’ ministry, known as The 
Meeting Place, moved into the East Mar-
ket Street facility last year. It’s not the 
location that’s important, however.

There is a young people’s ministry 
that doesn’t even make use of the build-
ing. Their meetings  — which has about 
10 people interested in it — meets in 
various restaurants and other community 
sites.  There is a Bible study that meets on 
Sunday night, which is a new feature this 
year, but that’s as far as it’s going to go as 
far as Sunday meetings.

“We don’t have any plans to start a 
Sunday morning service,” he said. “We 
really don’t want to compete with local 
churches. But we do want to offer some-
thing on a regular basis, so we have a 
weekly Bible group that meets here on 
Sunday evening and that continues to 
grow.”

He has a shining example of the type 
of people The Meeting Place wants to 
reach.

“In the United States, about 70 percent 
of the population claims to be Christians,” 

he said. “Many of them are former church 
attenders, so they have some knowledge, 
but they haven’t been back for all sorts 
of reasons — some of them because 
they (the churches) ask for money, some 
of them because they didn’t treat them 
right. There’s such a variety of reasons, 
but they’re still curious about God and 
they still have this desire for a relationship 
with God and so we’re here to provide a 
different opportunity for them.”

In a recent conversation, he empha-
sizes the problems conventional churches 
may have with people who have fled from 
them.

“There are a lot of great churches,” 
Rhoades said, prefacing his remarks. On 
the other hand, he said, “I was talking 
to a local pastor, explaining what we are 
doing, and he said he has a small congre-
gation of about 35 to 50 people on Sun-
day morning. He said that (his) congrega-
tion is not really accepting of newcomers. 
He’s sad about that, but that is the truth. 
They’ve been here for such a long period 
of time that it’s hard for others to break 
into that group.

“In the same light, I’d say about some 
of the large congregations that we have 
here, it can be intimidating to be in a large 
group setting and not understanding all of 
the things that are going on  — and maybe 
not feeling comfortable with the size.”

(It should be noted that one of the 
supporters of The Meeting Place is a tra-
ditional church  — the church they con-
sider their home church, the County Line 
Church of God on the Allen/DeKalb 
county line.)

Rhoades had a booth in the Wells 
County Senior Expo in May and made 
some contacts there. He hasn’t done a 
lot of advertising, thus far just relying on 

word of mouth    — and meeting people at 
places like the Senior Expo  — that make 
him think he can make a difference in 
people’s lives.

There is a woman who has been 
attending the Sunday night study since 

February “who’s never been to church in 
her entire life, but she has read the Bible 
on her own for 24 years.’

“We are reaching out to the community 
and we will continue to do that in a vari-
ety of ways,” Rhoades said. �

BLUFFTON - FLORA - FRANKFORT - HUNTINGTON
LAFAYETTE -  LOGANSPORT - SWAYZEE - WABASH

TTGEquipment.com

"YOUR SOLUTIONS DEALER"

Steve Rhoades discusses the goals of The Meeting Place inside the ministry’s home base 
on East Market Street. (Photo by Dave Schultz)

A place that offers a 
prodigal opportunity
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site. Maller stated the group does this 
to increase recognition with the brand 
as more communities are 
introduced to religious 
instruction release time. 

LifeWise Academy les-
sons walk students through 
The Gospel Project, a non-
denominational curriculum 
from LifeWay Christian 
Resources. Over the curric-
ulum’s five years, students 
will complete an overview 
of the entire Bible. 

The lessons include a 
brief video, class discussion 
and coordinating activity 
about a Bible story. These stories are used 
to discuss what character traits the stu-
dents should embody. For example, stu-
dents talked about how to show compas-
sion to others when learning about Moses 
in the basket. 

“(The mission) just totally won my 
heart,” said Maller. “And I think it’s done 
the same for many in the community — 
we’ve gotten a lot of support.” 

OES teachers Mimi Stettler and 
Taylor Gerber echoed this senti-
ment. Both teachers have a back-
ground in either teaching or minis-
try and saw LifeWise Academy as 
an opportunity to use their skills to 
reach local children. 

“How might we show compas-
sion to a friend in our class?” Ger-
ber asked her kindergarten students 
after the lesson. One girl’s hand 
shot up. “If they’re sad, we could 
ask if they need a hug,” she replied 
eagerly.

Brandy Aschliman and Tara 
Frauhiger are spearheading iterations of 
the program at Bluffton-Harrison and 
Southern Wells elementary schools. These 
respective programs will be open for two 
grades and are expected to launch next 
school year.  �

(Continued from Page 13)

Rhonda Maller

Kindergarten students Adelyn Jones and Rose Thumbleson sit with LifeWise Academy vol-
unteer Brittany Gerber while working on their craft. (Photo by Holly Gaskill)

Lifewise Academy

they’re happy kids still,” Alyssa Aschli-
man.

Like the Aschlimans, Bluffton resi-
dents Steve and Nikki Surbaugh felt some 
“growing pains” when the Volkov family 
of three joined their family of five.

And they felt it a little more when the 
Volkovs became a family of four when 
Evelina was born May 16.

“It’s a joy to have a new life in the 
house,” Steve Surbaugh said.

Surbaugh said Evelina’s mother, 
Liubov, went into labor the day after the 
Surbaughs returned from vacation, ensur-
ing that Nikki Surbaugh could “advocate” 
for her and help with any translations. 
Nikki Surbaugh also helped Liubov learn 
to install her first car seat and secure Eve-
lina in it.

Of course with a family with a new-
born in the basement, the Surbaughs 
needed to help their own children respect 
the newborn’s needs.

“How do you help your kids to think of 
not yelling?” he asked.

Yet his kids — as well as he and Nikki 
— have also learned more about compas-
sion, he said.

“Any chance God gives you to think 
less of yourself ends up being for our 
good,” he said. “It produces a different 
kind of joy in our lives.”

———
“All day, it’s a new world,” Artiushen-

ko said before a Saturday church service. 
“Sometimes I want to go home.”

Artiushenko, however, can’t go 
home, he said. He believes the Russians 
destroyed not only his home, but his city.

Fennig said Russian forces had dam-
aged or destroyed 90 percent of the struc-
tures in two of the cities where the Wells 

County friends lived. These forces seized 
homes and businesses in another city, and 
as of June 5th, they were actively shelling 
two more cities.

More families, then, will need to reset-
tle, she said. And yet, they’ll also over-

come, she said.
“They have been so resilient and so 

inspiring in the worst of situations,” she 
said. “They’ve become some of my best 
friends. I think they’ve helped me because 
they have such a powerful testimony.” �

Luke Fleming, left, and Aleksander Volkov review a white board 
with English phrases as the two ask and answer questions dur-
ing an English-language class which are held weekly at the Wells 
County Public Library. (Photo by Chet Baumgartner)

(Continued from Page 11)

Gil Fiechter, left, shares a lollipop with Violetta Tarasova during 
a doctor’s appointment. Fiechter’s parents — Klint and Sarah — 
sponsored Violetta’s parents, Ukrainians who moved to Wells 
County in July of 2022 to escape the war. (Photo provided)

War weary



waved to the crowd gathered at the 2023 
Indy 500 Festival Parade, where she rode 
in a convertible like royalty.

Cocanower says the BHMSD com-
munity’s support has been 
instrumental.

“When people ask me 
how I’m doing, I try to be 
honest about how hard and 
how affirming being Indi-
ana Teacher of the Year 
is while also teaching full 
time. I’ve been given an 
amazing opportunity, but 
it breaks my heart to be 
away from students and to 
feel like I’m not creating 
the learning environment I 
pride myself on or be able 
to coach a sport I love,” Cocanower says. 
“Our students and families have been gra-
cious and understanding, and I couldn’t 
go and serve students and educators in our 
state without their support. I just hope that 
my gratitude to all those whose shoulders 
I stand on is clear.”

Perhaps the biggest experience so 
far was a trip with her colleagues to the 
nation’s capital.

In early May, her state teachers of the 
year cohort met in Washington, D.C. to 
recognize the National Teacher of the 
Year, Rebecka Peterson of Oklahoma. 
The week-long trip included a nationally 
livestreamed ceremony celebrating public 
education at the White House with Presi-
dent Joe Biden and First Lady Dr. Jill 
Biden.

“If you’d have asked me if this would 
be a part of my teaching story, I wouldn’t 
have believed you,” Cocanower said 
about her time at the White House. “It 
was a humbling, emotional, and an awe-
some day carrying BHMSD, my family, 
my friends, my teachers, our larger com-
munity, but most importantly my students 
in my heart every step of the way!”

As part of Cocanower’s trip to Wash-
ington, D.C., BHMSD was asked to send 
thank you cards from students and pro-
vide a video message from a parent to be 
included in the White House reception. 

In the video, Rachel Maggard said 
Cocanower has encouraged her son Ben’s 
love of history.

“Mrs. Cocanower, thank you for mak-
ing Ben feel confident,” Maggard said. 
“Thank you for making Ben feel like he 
matters. Thank you for sharing in his love 
of history. Thank you for being a teacher 
that we will remember fondly for the rest 
of our lives.”

Portions of Maggard’s video were later 
shared in a White House video highlight-

ing the impact teachers have on their stu-
dents.

Several students from BHS also wrote 
cards and two classes from Bluffton-Har-
rison Elementary School signed cards as 
well, thanking Cocanower for inspiring 
them to be world changers. They were 
displayed in the White House as part of 

Teacher Appreciation Week in 
early May.

When she came back from 
D.C., Cocanower shared her 
experiences at her school, 
recapping her trip for BHMSD 
faculty and staff.

“Coming home from a 
week in Washington D.C. 
advocating for students, teach-
ers, and families, it’s not lost 
on me that I was able to have 
that experience because of 
what we all do together for 
#ONEBluffton,” she wrote in 

her invitation to staff. “Thank you. Your 
kindness and support have literally carried 
me throughout this year. Being Indiana 
Teacher of the Year isn’t just about me, 
it’s about US!”

And that’s Cocanower’s goal: Not only 
to elevate teacher and student successes 
on a larger stage, but to bring her experi-
ences back home to Wells County to share 
with colleagues and students here.

“I see myself as a representative of 
Bluffton schools, so it’s not just about 
me,” she said in the fall. “It’s about all the 
people around me that do their jobs really, 
really well every day, that pick me up on 
days that I’m struggling. It’s about our 
administration that serves kids well and 
supports me well.”

And Cocanower serves BHS in a vari-
ety of ways. She coaches girls’ golf and 
track and field and serves as the high abil-
ity coordinator at BHS. As the school’s 
co-technology coordinator, she supports 
her fellow teachers in using technology to 
build more engaging and accessible les-
sons.

She also mentors first-year educa-
tors and hosts cadet teachers, encourag-
ing students to consider careers in his-
tory and education. This past school year, 
Cocanower partnered with BHS teacher 
Vicki Van Matre to offer a new Principles 
of Teaching course, which introduces 
high school students to the education pro-
fession.

“Mrs. Cocanower embodies the quali-
ties of a highly effective educator while 
maintaining the necessary genuine 
authenticity to best connect her students 
with success,” Yates says. “I have wit-
nessed Mrs. Cocanower’s influence on 
my own children both in the classroom 
and on the golf course. Her lasting impact 
on students continues to be a bright spot 
in our profession as she is a true represen-

tation of an excellent teacher.”
Speaking engagement after speaking 

engagement, listeners have connected 
with how genuine Cocanower is.

“I am striving to lead with vulnerabil-
ity and authenticity because I want stu-
dents to see me push myself outside my 
comfort zone, something I ask of them 
quite often,” she says. “It’s not easy, but 
it’s worth it, students are worth it, and 
Bluffton is worth it.” �

Tara Cocanower

(Continued from Page 18)

Teacher of the year

Cocanower’s travels have also taken her to 
meet with other states’ outstanding teachers 
at Google headquarters in California. (Photo 
provided)
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next morning, we were shocked.” The 
birds were fine. The lights in the barns 
are turned off each night so that the 
chickens have a normal day/night sleep 
cycle.

“They just woke up the next morning 
and started laying eggs, like nothing had 
happened,” Twilla said. The chickens 
had apparently slept through the night’s 
events.

“We turned the power back on and 
the temperature dropped like 10 degrees 
in three minutes,” Zane added. The fam-
ily had to scramble to get the coolers 
back up and running (the eggs need to 
be stored at 62 degrees before they are 
shipped out) and the conveyor belts that 
bring the eggs to the packing room run-
ning again. The fire had melted some of 
the controls.

“So hats off to the fire departments,” 
Bruce said. “They saved half our 
income.”

———
The next several weeks were 

absorbed by meetings with insurance 
investigators, engineers from the variety 
of companies that had equipment in the 
building, and “we had to deal with some 
lawyers,” Bruce said.

“At one point, I think there were 60 
guys crawling around here,” he contin-
ued. That was part of the process in try-
ing to pinpoint the fire’s cause, which 
was never determined.

“The investigator was convinced that 
the fire had started in the packing room, 
which is where all the equipment is,” 
Twilla explained. “But I had pictures. It 
started in the middle.”

With nothing more to do after they’d 
called 911, “like any good modern 
Americans, we got out our phones and 

drove around the back and took pic-
tures,” she continued. “So there’s a les-
son there: If you have a fire, take pic-
tures.”

Meanwhile, the family had a big 
decision to make: Do we rebuild?

“He and I were like, ‘no,’” Twilla 
began. “I’m 55,” Bruce chimed in, “we 
have this other barn. Maybe we’d just 
ride it out and call it a good career. But 
he and his brother wanted it to come 
back.”

Bruce indicated their two sons, Zane, 
25 and Abe, 23. “They kind of gave us 
the thumbs up,” Twilla added.

The two work full time on the 250-
acre farm, growing mostly hay for a few 
sheep they keep, selling the rest. There 
are the chickens of course, and the fam-
ily began a commercial wine-making 
operation — Dash-90 Winery — which 
also keeps them busy. The Herr family 
includes three grown daughters — Aca-
cia, Sadie and Annie — who are not 
involved in the farm’s operations.

The concrete floor had almost total-
ly survived the blaze — a few patches 
had to be repaired. That was completed 
on Oct. 27 and “we had birds back on 
March 23,” Zane reported. Among all 
the reports of supply-chain issues, get-
ting the building supplies and replace-
ment equipment was never an issue, 
Bruce said. “And some of the equipment 
came from as far away as the Nether-
lands.”

“Our insurance company was fantas-
tic,” Bruce said, and then quickly added 
that he serves on the board of directors 
of the Indiana Farm Bureau. “But that 
actually caused some issues because 
they had to make sure they didn’t give 
us special treatment.” And, as it turned 
out, the adjustor was not aware of the 
relationship until after the process had 

been completed. Bruce is also the Ches-
ter Township trustee.

Everything in the new barn is “state 
of the art,” Zane said, although it has a 
different look: Originally white, the new 
barn is red.

“You know, the fire was tragic, but 
it was just a barn,” Bruce mused. “It 
wasn’t our house. No one was hurt. You 
just deal with it and go on.”

“We had a lot of people that reached 
out to us,” Twilla added. “Churches, 
families brought food and offered any 
help. It’s pretty amazing, pretty cool 
how fast and how many people came 
out. We’re pretty fortunate to live in 
Wells County.” �

(Continued from Page 16)

The morning-after scene, at left, includes some lingering smoke from smoldering that continued for a few days. “You couldn’t really put it completely out because it was an all-steel struc-
ture,” Bruce Herr said. Nine months later, the original white building had been totally replaced with a new red one. “Red? No particular reason,” Herr said. (News-Banner photos)

This photo taken by Zane Herr utilizing a drone shows the full extent of the damage to the 
all-steel building and its close proximity to the “twin” barn to the west. Fortunately, what 
breeze there was that night was from the west and firefighters focused most of their efforts 
on keeping the west building covered with water. (Photo provided)

The firefighting crews were able to save the 
parallel barn that also houses 30,000 chick-
ens. (Photo provided)

The Herr family was back up to full speed in about nine months
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By MARK MILLER
Not very many businesses celebrate a 90th anniver-

sary. Fewer do that in a building that’s older than that.
“One of the local antique dealers was in here a while 

back,” fourth-generation owner-operator Carson Mann 
shares. He had stopped in to pay a bill. “He said, ‘how 
much do you want for this old fire extinguisher?’ I told 
him it wasn’t for sale, and then he’d ask about some-
thing else.”

The building at 219 E. Perry St. is at least 100 years 
old, Mann figures. “I was always told it was originally 
a horse barn, which makes sense. They added on to the 
back there (to the east) at some point.”

Mann’s great-grandfather, Albert “Bert” Moser start-
ed the Moser Tin Shop in 1933. In 1937, their ad in the 
News-Banner’s Centennial Edition listed their address 
as 199 N. Main St, and they had a two-digit phone 
number: 21. Mann’s limited archives do not reveal just 
when the move was made to East Perry Street.

Bert Moser originally made rain gutters, air ducts 
for furnaces and in the summers — before there was air 
conditioning — sharpened lawn mower blades. Work-
ing on furnace repair and maintenance was a natural 
part of that as well. At some point, one of the Moser 
boys began working with their dad and the business 
name was changed to Moser & Son Heating and Air 
Conditioning.

The next generation officially entered the scene in 
1957, when Bert turned it over to his two sons, Kenneth 
and Frank, along with son-in-law Leon Mann, who 
had married Betty Moser. By 1967, Mann had become 
the sole owner; he would turn the keys over to his son 
Steve on Feb. 1, 1984. At that time, the father-and-son 

ran an ad in The News-Banner announcing the change, 
complete with a picture of Leon handing a set of keys 
over to Steve. The ad included both the business phone 
number and a “home phone.”

Carson Mann grew up in the business. He recalls 
helping his father on late-night calls, “standing on a 
bucket and holding a light for him,” he says. And there 
were times he would fall asleep doing that. “It was 
late,” he adds, chuckling. After graduating from Bluff-
ton High School in 1996, he earned his trade certifica-
tion at the University of Northwestern Ohio in Lima.

“I learned a lot from my grandpa,” he says today. 
“He told me to be honest with people and to do the job 
right the first time. That’s been our golden rule.” He 
believes it has served them well.

The century-old building on East Perry has also 
served the four generations well. He has often been 
asked about building anew, and has even fielded several 
unsolicited offers to purchase it.

“Someone wanted to move it and convert it into a 
home,” he says, somewhat amazed. “But it serves our 
purpose, and we’re never here anyway but to get parts 
and pick up the jobs.”

The “we” includes Mann, now 45, and his five 
workers. The business, just as others, has experienced 
turnover and the difficulty of finding qualified workers. 
“But we’ve got a good crew right now; they’ve been 
with us for a good while.”

Carson Mann remembers celebrating their 80th 
anniversary “just a few years ago,” he says, “and 
100 will be here soon enough.” And he plans to be 
there, in the same building his great-grandfather once 
worked in. �

Carson Mann, fourth-generation owner of Moser & Son Heat-
ing and Air Conditioning in the century-plus-old building on 
East Perry Street, which contains any number of relics that 
reflect the business’ history, now 90 years and counting. 
(Photo by Mark Miller)

Four generations of the Moser-Mann family have been serving customers from the former horse barn 
on East Perry Street. Above left, Kenny Moser and his father Albert “Bert” Moser pose in front of the 

then-unpainted building. The year this picture was taken is unknown, Carson Mann says. “I’m amazed 
that it’s in color.” The truck and the phone numbers suggest it was either in the late 1940s or early 
‘50s. Note that the “Night” phone number is “1032-M.” Above right, Bert Moser’s son-in-law, Leon 

“Shorty” Mann hands over the keys of the business to his son Steve in 1984. At right, Steve and his 
son Carson pose for a picture to celebrate the 80th anniversary in 2013. Steve retired in 2016.

A family business marks 90 years
Mostly the same building but always the same mission: ‘do it right’
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1st Source Bank
20/20 Custom Molded Plastics
A Harvest of Health
A Perfect Blend
A T Ferrell
A1 U-Stor
ABC Studio & Activity Center
Above & Beyond Vehicle Reconditioning
Absolute Machining
Achieva Salon
Action Coach
Action Micro Technologies
Adams Wells Crisis Center
AdamsWells Internet-Telecom-TV
Aff older Implement Sales
Alive & Well
All American Stores #8 Ossian Deli Marathon
Allen Business Machines
Almco Steel Products
American Axle & Manufacturing 
American Legion Post 111
American Marketing & Publishing
American Pest Professionals
American Salvage 
Amstutz Insurance Agency
Andrews & Crell P.C.
Anthony Wayne Area Council BSA
Antique Engine Rebuilding 
Anytime Fitness
Apache Propane
Aqua Blast Corporation
Archbold & Lewis Insurance
Auction IT, LLP
Auto Doctor
B & D Appliance Repair
Balance Massage Therapy & Bodyworks
Baller Signs
Barkley Builders
BBR Imports Liquidation Sales
BCG Capital
Beacon Credit Union/Beacon Ag Group
Becky Goshorn-Mary Kay Cosmetics
Beers Mallers, LLP
Berne Apparel
Best Days Travel
Bi-County Services
Big Brothers, Big Sisters NEI
Big Picture Imagery Sign Group
Biggs Property Management
Bill’s Roofi ng & Siding, Inc.
Billy Ann’s Supper Pub
BKM Real Estate
Bluff ton Animal Clinic
Bluff ton Dental Clinic
Bluff ton Family Eye Care
Bluff ton Free Street Fair Assoc.
Bluff ton Moose 242
Bluff ton Pizza King
Bluff ton Regional Medical Center
Bluff ton Rentco
Bluff ton Roofi ng Co.
Bluff ton Rotary Club
Bluff ton Super Wash
Bluff ton Tire
Bluff ton U-Stor 
Bluff ton-Harrison MSD
Bobcat of Fort Wayne
Body Magic Massage
Bona Vita Architecture
Bott Radio Network 
Bowen Center
BoxDrop Fort Wayne 
Briner Building

Brown Suga Beauty
Burman Photography
Buskirk Engineering
CampHouse Marketing
Cancer Services of Northeast Indiana
Capri Meadows Apartments
Caylor-Nickel Foundation Family YMCA
Central House
Cereset Bluff ton
Christian Care Retirement Community
Citizen Advocating for Drug Awareness 

(CADA)
City of Bluff ton
CJ’s Flooring
Clean Fuels National
Clear Choice Chiropractic
Coldwell Banker Holloway
Collier’s Comfort Services
Comfort Inn
Community Care of Northeast IN
Community Harvest Food Bank of NE Indiana
Corner Depot 
Cornerstone Ag Solutions
Corrective Chiropractic
Country Road Primitives
Covington Financial Services
Craigville Appliance Store
Creative Arts Council
Creative Carpets
Creative Cabinets and Countertops
Crimson House
Crop Performance
Cupp Real Estate
D&D Fish and Tenderloin Food Truck
Dale, Huff man & Babcock Attorneys
Daniel’s Jewelers
Dash 90 Wines
Dazey’s Bluff ton
Dedrick Tool & Die
DeHoff  Insulation
Don Fiechter Farms 
Double D Home Improvements
Dr. Harry Brickley Farm Foundation
Drying Kiln LLC
Dunwiddie Heating & Plumbing
Easterseals Arc of Northeast Indiana
Edge Manufacturing
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Doug Fear
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Jeremy 

Penrod
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Jeremy 

Todd
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Larry Smith
Eiro Wellness, LLC
El Camino Real
Elks Lodge
Ellie Grace & Co.
Emshwiller & Emshwiller
Environmental Solutions
Ethan’s Outdoor Services LLC
Excel Homes
Experience Audiology
Eyecare Associates of Bluff ton
E-Z Bowl
EZ Lube & Wash
Fairway Floor Covering
Family Centered Services
Family Farm and Home
Family Ford of Bluff ton
Farm Bureau Insurance
Farm Credit of Mid-America
Farmers & Merchants State Bank
Farmers Insurance - Shari Tomac Agency
Felger Hart
Fields of Grace Floral Boutique 

First Bank of Berne
First Merchants Bank
Flagstar Bank
Flex Fitness & Meal Prep/ Timber Ridge 

Catering
Forgiven Church
Forgotten Children Worldwide
Forrest Carvings
Fort Wayne Knockerball LLC
Fort Wayne Technology Group
Fortitude Fund, Inc.
Foudy CPA Group
Foundations of Truth
Four Star Services
Fraction Apparel & Home LLC
Freedom Academy, Inc.
Friends of Ouabache State Park
Friends of the Wells County Library
Friends Who Care Foundation
Geenex Solar
General Manufacturing, Inc.
Genesis Pest Services
Gerber Furniture, Mattress & Window 

Treatments
Goodwin-Cale & Harnish Memorial Chapel
Gordon & Associates
Grand Sweet Shop
Grants Catering & Smokin’ Wheels BBQ
Grass Green Inc.
Grow Nau Inc.
Habegger’s Ace Lumber
Habitat for Humanity of Greater Fort Wayne
Halderman Farm Management & Real Estate
Haldrup USA
Harris Human Resources Group Inc.
Heartland Home Care and Hospice - Fort 

Wayne
Heartland REMC
Helping Hands
Heritage Pointe
Hiday Automotive Group
HomeCourt Home Care
Honegger Animal Clinic
Honegger, Ringger & Co.
Honest Automotive
Hoosier Creek Farms LLC
Hoosier House Family Restaurant
Hope Missionary Church
Horizon Events Corporation
Hott Family Dentistry
Huff man Group Real Estate
Hugh’s Bakery & Coff eehouse
Huntington University, Inc.
Ice King Indiana, LLC
Imel Group Golf Academy
ln2Great, LLC
Indiana Michigan Power
Indiana Pancake House
Indiana Physical Therapy
Indiana Technical Installations
Integrity Inspections & Testing
Inteva Products
Irving Materials, Inc.
Ivy Tech Community College
J Cole Tech LLC
J&R Products
James S. Jackson Co.
Jerry Flack’s Investments & Insurance
Junk King 
Karing for Kids
Kelly’s Collision Center
Kemper Flooring
Kiwanis Club
Launch Pointe Marketing
Laura Kukelhan D.D.S.

Leas Seamless Guttering
Lemon Twist Communications
Les Gerber Insurance
Liby’s Stripe Right
LifeWise Academy - Wells County
Lighted Gardens
Lilac Lane Apartments
Linder Oil Company
Lockout Jujutsu
Loren’s Body Shop
Lowe’s Home Improvement
LS Construction
LSM Brickhouse
Magical Vacation Planner by Stephanie Hiday
Magnolias & Minis 
Market Street Development
Markle Do-It-Best Hardware
Markle Health & Rehabilitation
Mat Matters
Matalco
MC Hair By Design Beauty Salon
McDonald’s
Mediacom
Melching Machine
Mercy Seat Dentistry 
Meridian Health Services
Metropolitan Title
Meyer Building, LLC
Meyer Renovation
Mi Casa Mexican Restaurant
MidWest America Federal Credit Union
Mike Anderson Chevrolet of Ossian
Milli’s Restaurant
Minnich’s Antiques & General Store
Minnich’s Lawn Care
Montpelier Generating Station
Monument Center
More Than Mail
Mr. B’s Services
Mr. Mike Chaney
Mr. Gene Donaghy
Ms. Bette Erxleben
Mr. Jeff  Espich
Mr. Kool Heating & Cooling Services
Mr. and Mrs. Bruce and Terri Miller
Mr. Jim Ottjes
Mr. Roger Sherer
Ms. Mindy Thomas
National Oil & Gas
Navigator Financial
Neoti
News-Banner Publications
Nicholson Family Dental 
NIPSCO
North Eastern Group Realty
Northern Wells Community Schools
Northwestern Mutual-Matthew Henry
Northwood Computer
Offi  ce 360
Optimist Club of Bluff ton
Ossian BP
Ossian Hardware
Ossian Health Communities
Ossian Rotary
Ossian Wine & Spirits 
Ouabache State Park
Outdoor Concepts
Pages & Stuff 
Pak-A-Sak
Park Center
Parlor City Cabinetry
Parlor City Trophy & Apparel
Paul Davis Restoration 
Pena’s Mechanical Contractors
PeopleLink Staffi  ng Solutions

Perfect Pet Food, Accessories, Training & 
Grooming

Perma-Column
Pet Esthetics
Peyton’s Northern
Phillips Financial
Physicians Health Plan (PHP)
Pierre’s Party and Tent Rental
Pine Grove Apartments
Pitroad Collectibles
Pizza Hut
PNC Bank
Posy Pot Florist
Potter’s Lawn Service
Premier Flats
Premier Signs
Pretzels, Inc.
Prible Ag Products
Primerica
Print Source Corp.
Pro Resources Staffi  ng
ProFed Credit Union
Professional Systems Installations
Prudential Billing and Consulting
PTM Engraving
Purdue Cooperative Extension Service
Quality Car Care & Welding Supplies
R&R Pool Service
Radiance, LLC
RAM Advertising
Raymond James Financial Services
RediMed
Regional Chamber of Northeast Indiana
Reliance IO
Rem Johnston Printing
Renovate Counseling Services, LLC 
Resource Maintenance
Restoration 1 of Bluff ton
Rethceif Packaging
River Terrace Retirement Community
Riverstone Dental
Rochester Travel Group
Rock Creek Stone Quarry
Rod’s Rustics
Roembke Mfg. & Design
Run Hard. Rest Well.
Ruoff  Mortgage
Rural 1st
Scooter’s Coff ee #1525
Senior MoneyLife
Shelton Financial Group
Snider Fleet Solutions
Southern Wells Community Schools
Southern Wells FFA
Spherion Staffi  ng
Sprunger & Sprunger, Attorneys at Law
Sprunger Title
Stag Bar and Grill
Star Insurance Agency
State Farm Insurance: Ben Burman 
State Farm Insurance: Erin Daugherty
Stealth Partner Group, An Amwins Company
Streetlight Take & Bake
Steff en Financial Group
Steff en Group
Steff en Oil a division of AgBest, LLC
Stewart, Brimner, Peters, & Cady dba 

Insurance Services
Stillwater Hospice
Strategence Capital
Stronghold Glass
Studabaker Specialty Woodworks
Sturgeon Mechanical
Sturgeon Seeding Services
Stylus Technologies

Subway
Swearingen Elder Law
Sweet Obsessions - Bake Shoppe
Swiss Village
SYM Financial Advisors 
Team Mantra Wear
Temp-Masters
The Center for Energy Education
The Charcuterie Shop, LLC
The Dance Co.
The Garage
The Gathering Place
The Hagerman Group 
The Hideaway
The Literacy Alliance
The Mattress & Furniture Store
The Nutrition Loft
The Parlor City Brewing Company
The ROP Shop
The Wright Insurance Company
Thoma/Rich, Lemler Funeral Home
Three Rivers Federal Credit Union
Thrive Mortgage
Timber Ridge Golf Club
Tinkertique
tj’s Honeysuckle Alley
TLC Window Solutions
Tonner Dumpster Services
Topp CPA Firm
Toppings Ice Cream Parlor 
Town of Markle
Town of Ossian
Treeboy Productions
Trusted Solution Group
TTG Equipment Co.
Two Brothers Generator Sales & Services
United Way of Wells County
UTZ Quality Foods
Vacman Air Duct Cleaning
Valero Renewable Fuels 
Velocity Motors
Villa North Centre
Walker Hughes Insurance
Waggin’ & Braggin’ Pet Services
Wal-Mart Supercenter
Wayne Metals
WEG Commercial Motors
Welches All Vehicle Repair
Wells Business Development
Wells Community Boys & Girls Club
Wells County 4-H Association
Wells County Automotive Supply - NAPA
Wells County Council on Aging
Wells County EMS
Wells County Food Bank
Wells County Foundation
Wells County Historical Society & Museum
Wells County Junior Achievement
Wells County Land Title
Wells County Lock-Up
Wells County Public Library 
Wells County Regional Sewer District
Wells County Republicans
Westland, LLC
Wheelers Bees
WorkOne Northeast
Yaste Painting & Decorating 
Yehoshua, Inc
Yergy’s State Road BBQ
Yoder Tree Service
You Store In Comfort
Youth For Christ
You’ve Got Style
Zap Electric
Zesto Ice Cream

The Wells Country Chamber of Commerce & Economic 
Development is a visionary organization inspiring and 
impacting engagement, collaboration and connection 

of members for positive community growth.

Thanks to these member businesses that work together 
to maintain and improve a healthy business community 
and help to enhance the quality of life in Wells County.

Supporting 
Wells County

Since 1914
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Norwell
Community Schools

312 N. Jefferson St., Ossian, IN 46777
www.nwcs.k12.in.us

62
YEARS

Thoma/Rich,
Lemler

Funeral Home

170
YEARS

Wells County’s Only 
Family Owned & Operated 

Funeral Home.
Jeff and Jamie

32
S1

EY AR

88
YEARS Ouabache State Park

For more information on Ouabache State Park, please visit

www.IN.gov/dnr or call 260-824-0926
Indiana State Parks - Memories Made Naturally

425 East Harrison Road, Bluffton, Indiana

260-824-1253

55
RYEA S

 A division  of Craig ville Telephon e

 Lo ca l Co m pa n y - Lo ca l Peo ple - Lo ca l Service

118
YEARS

61
RYEA S  BLUFFTON

 TIRE INC.
 1308 S.  Main St., Bluffton  • 824-0418

643 Main St.
Bluffton

260.824.4460
128 N. Wayne St. 

Warren
260.375.3401

Bruce K. Stinson
Owner

66
ARYE S

125 N. Johnson St., Bluffton | (260) 824-0224

94
YEARS NB

  The 
News-Banner

PUBLICATIONS

www.News-Banner.com

 985 North Main St.
 Bluffton, IN

 824-1200 
 800-759-8795

 www.gerberinterior.com

77
RYEA S

54
YEARS

761 N. Main St., Bluffton | (260) 824-0120

Brinerbuilding.com

53
ARYE S STAG BAR & GRILL

Check out our Facebook Page for 
Daily & Weekend Specials!

205 W. Market St., Bluffton  Mon-Sat 7am - 3am  Closed Sunday

410 E. Spring Street 
Bluffton, IN 46714

Main: (260) 827-2000
www.weg-cm.com | www.weg.net

7
AR
9

YE S

 Bluffton-Harrison
 Metropolitan School District

 “ Since 1882 ”
 805 East Harrison, Bluffton

 260-824-2620
 www.bhmsd.org

141
YEARS

90
RYEA S MOSER & SON

Heating & Air Conditioning

824-0228              219 E. Perry St., Bluff ton

1120 N Main St, Bluff ton, IN 46714     824-1237
Les Gerber Insurance

55
RYEA S

 Sales - Parts ServiceARS63
YE

www.TTGequipment.com

BLUFFTON
LAFAYETTE

FLORA
LOGANSPORT

FRANKFORT
SWAYZEE

HUNTINGTON
WABASH

211 West Water St., Bluffton 
260-824-0510

109
YEARS

HONOR HONOR 
ROLLROLL

Serving Wells County for ...Serving Wells County for ...
2023

260.356.9099 TDD: 1.800.545.1833 x359

Affordable Living Surrounded by Elegance

An RHF
Community

96
ARYE S

 Suite C
 Bluffton
 824-8620

66
ARYE S
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36
YEARS

 

www.lengerichmeats.com

FRESH  VARIETY  LOCAL  QUALITY  It’s worth the Drive!

West Van Horn St Zanesville, IN

(260) 638-4123
45

ARYE S

 www.edwardjones.com

 Member SIPC

 Serving Individual Investors Since 1871
39

ARYE S

REAL ESTATE & AUCTIONS
803 S. Calhoun St. Suite 100, Fort Wayne, IN 46802

260.426.0633 | www.steff engroup.com

23
ARYE S

 1 North Main St. • Bluffton, IN • 260.824.8  
www.stylusav.com

34
RYEA S

Jerry Flack
& Associates

“We are Senior Citizens working with Senior Citizens”

MEDICARE  INSURANCE  INVESTMENTS51
ARYE S

Becky Goshorn
Future Executive Senior Sales Director
www.marykay.com/bgoshorn
260-824-0187

45
ARYE S

36
YEARS

25
YEARS

27
ARYE S

 Kim Gentis, Financial Advisor
 Wealth Management Specialist

 1245 North Main St.  Bluffton, IN 46714    (260)824-8070

 FINANCIAL  SERVICES, INC.
 Member FINRA/SIPC

PRECISION SERVICE
Specializing in Auto and Truck Repair
Kevin & Deb Morris - Owners

260-824-9149

29
YEARS

 St. • Bluffton, IN •  2 60-824-3911

3
A
6

RSYE

44
YEARS

(260)824-5566  www.dhblaw.com

DALE, HUFFMAN 
& BABCOCK
L A W Y E R S

 1764 S. Main, P.O. Box 463
 Bluffton, Indiana 46714

 www.fourstarservices.com (260) 824-5384

S
49

RYEA

1-800-458-6203          www.decaturdentalin.com

Decatur  Bluffton
Berne    Geneva

Warren

42
YEARS

REAL ESTATE & AUCTIONS
803 S. Calhoun St. Suite 100, Fort Wayne, IN 46802

260.426.0633 | www.steff engroup.com

23
YEARS

(260)824-9643 
2155 N. MAIN ST., BLUFFTON, IN www.daniels-jewelers.net

29
ARYE S

 720 E. Dustman Rd., Bluffton,  260-565-3000
 www.christiancarerc.org

34
ARYE S

 Celebrating         4  Years

1979 – 202

2883 E State Road 124
Bluff ton, IN 46714

(260) 824-4929
104 Bellmont Rd

Decatur, IN 46733
(260) 724-2434

44
ARYE S

44
YEARS

123 Harvest Road.

1111 S. 100 E., Bluffton | (260) 824-0882

Peyton’s Northern 
Distribution Center

“COME FOR THE JOB, 
STAY FOR THE CAREER” 40

YEARS

HONOR ROLLHONOR ROLL
Serving Wells County for ...Serving Wells County for ...2023
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NB Digital
A DIVISION OF THE NEWS-BANNER

125 N. Johnson St, Bluff ton, IN 46714

When it Comes to Online Advertising & Web Presence
WE ARE YOUR LOCAL HAND SHAKE

INCREASE YOUR ONLINE VOICE
Talk to Us Today About Getting 

Your Business a Website!

Get In On Everything
LOCAL

Local News
Local Businesses
Great Shopping
Special Off ers
Festivals
Special Events
Dining & Bars
Community Th eater
Volunteering
Local Politics
Local Jobs
Housing
State & National News
& So Much More

Connecting you to the community where you 
live, work and play!  Keeping you informed 
and connected are central to our mission.
Subscribe today!

125 N. Johnson St.,
Blufft  on, IN 46714

260-824-0224
www.news-banner.com

  The 
News-Banner

Bluffton, Indiana

Open: 
6a.m. - 9p.m.Milli’s

RESTAURANT

Breakfast - through - Dessert

American
Italian Family 

Dining

10
ARYE S

Local. Caring. Trusted.

www.homecourthomecare.com

YEARS

ENVIRONMENTAL SOLUTIONS 
GREEN TECHNOLOGIES FOR 

CLEAN AIR, WATER, AND LAUNDRY

Vollara Business Associate
1128 E High Pointe, Bluffton, IN 46714

(260)565-4212; cell (260)273-9014
email: janherring7@gmail.com

vollara.com/jh  |  ketonezone.com/jh  |  aspvollara.comMrs. Bob (Jan) Herring

allergens - dust - breathing problems - pets - odors - smoke - mold 
viruses - bacteria - germs - clean laundry without detergent or hot water,

better water quality/taste ... and also nutrition & wellness solutions

23
ARYE S

400 East Logan St., Markle, IN  260-758-3121

WAYNE      METALS

2
AR
2

YE S

304 S. Main St., Bluffton, IN
260-827-7055

Hours: 
M-F 8-5

Focusing on Wellness for Your Vehicle.
Call and make a Service appointment!

HONEST AUTOMOTIVE12
YEARS

11
YEARS

look at the Bradt Nature Area in the 
park — an amazing project, Heaston 
explains.

Another closer-to-home experi-
ence has been the working with the 
Friends of Ouabache as they raised 
the money for the restoration of the 
park’s fire tower.

When it is decided what the 
Friends project will be carried out 

at rebuilding McCormick Creek’s 
campground, recovering from the 
spring tornado, she will be the coordi-
nator of that project.

Heaston explains, “I feel blessed 
to work with many people around 
the state that just want to give back 
to state parks and where last year 
over 12,000 volunteers donated over 
140,000 hours of their time.”

Heaston and her husband Steve are 
residents of Ossian and the parents 
of three daughters: Cora, completing 
her freshman year at Purdue; Emmy, 

completing her junior year at Norwell 
High School and Laken, complet-
ing fifth grade at Ossian Elementary. 
Heaston’s daughters often assist with 
her naturalist programs when they are 
in the area.

“I enjoy working with volunteers 
and teaching people about the envi-
ronment,” Heaston says. “And being 
able to travel to different state parks 
as I coordinate volunteers and the 
IMN program is a highlight too. Indi-
ana has great parks, with each one 
being so different.” �

(Continued from Page 21)

Jody Heaston

pay. “I don’t remember it that way,” 
she says.

But it took an intensive fund-rais-
ing campaign, and perhaps the only 
joint session of the Adams County 
Council and the Wells County Coun-
cil, to help bail the agency out.

Remembering those dark days 
helped Nicholas keep every ensuing 
challenge in perspective.

At BCS, few truly retire 
BCS currently employs more than 

half a dozen people over age 70, 
including two 80-year-olds.

Perhaps that’s not surprising when 
you consider that one of the most 
important traits when working with 

adults with intellectual disabilities is 
patience — something that typically 
improves with age.

Flexibility — relief staff need only 
commit to 12 hours per month — 
and the opportunity to get paid to go 
out to eat and other fun activities are 
other enticements for older employ-
ees to keep working past retirement 
age.

Direct support professionals often 
simply reduce their hours rather than 
retire. With management, retiring 
often means downshifting into a less 
time-consuming position. 

John Whicker, who retired as agen-
cy president over a decade ago when 
Tim Ramsey took over, stayed at BCS 
in a part-time accounting role until he 
was elected mayor of Bluffton.

Former Supported Living Admin-
istrator Larry Braun, who retired from 
that position at the end of 2021, con-
tinues to work part-time with clients, 
attending Tin Caps games, playing 
disc golf and going for bike rides. 
“I’m having a great time,” he said 
recently.

Perhaps it wasn’t surprising, then, 
that Bussard elected to work part-
time in lieu of retirement, setting her 
own hours and sharing her expertise 
as needed.

Though Nicholas thoroughly 
enjoyed her time as HR director, she 
says that phase of her life is over. 
“I’m never sitting behind a desk ever 
again,” she said at a retirement pot-
luck held in her honor in May, after 
she’d recovered enough to attend. �

(Continued from Page 13)

Bi-County
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Nestled on the eastern edge of Bluffton, rests 
one of Wells County’s gems. Ouabache State 
Park is lush with green trails and wildlife. 

You’ll pass by the gatehouse and pay a small 
entrance fee before driving on into the calming 
forest scene. Pay close attention to catch glimpses 
of the many deer, turkeys, foxes, and other plenti-
ful wildlife. 

Follow the road through the forest where 
you’ll encounter trails around the park’s Kunkel 
Lake, the bison exhibit, Flatwoods Nature Pre-
serve, and various wildflower patches. The park 
also offers paved bike trails, campgrounds, and 
opportunity for sports with its many ball courts. 
For stunning views of the park, climb the fire 
tower next to the bison  exhibit. 

Above all, be sure to enjoy the relaxing sights 
and sounds that Ouabache has to offer all of its 
guests.  �

Text and photos by Carrie Penrod

A quiet evening at the state park
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 Full kitchens with appliances
 24-hour emergency               

call system
 24-hour staff   Secured Entry

 24 hour a day, 7 days a week 
maintenance staff 

 Smoke detectors

The person below has been designated to coordinate compliance with the nondiscrimination requirements contained in the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development’s regulations implementing Section 504 (24 CFR, part 8 dated June 2, 1988). Yuri Escandon, 504 

An RHF
Community

Affordable Living Surrounded by Elegance
Immediately Available 
Income Based Studio and 
1-Bedroom Apartments 
Located in a Beautifully 
Restored Historic Hotel

208 W. State St., Huntington, IN

401(k)s  | Asset Management  | Banking Services
Bonds  | College Planning  | UITs  | Financial Planning

Insurance & Annuities  | IRAs  | Stocks  | Personalized Goal 
Planning  | Mutual Funds  | Pension & Profi t Sharing Plans

Research  | Retirement Planning

INVEST FOR 
THE FUTURE

BUSINESS OR PERSONAL

Kim Gentis - Financial Advisor
Financial Advisor Wealth Management Professional

(260)824-8070  kim.gentis@raymondjames.com
1245 N. Main St., Bluff ton, IN 46714

Investment Advisory Services are off ered through Raymond James Financial Services Advisors, Inc.

Raymond James Financial Services, Inc.
Member FINRA/SIPC

Take your business and 
your personal life to the next 
level with total investment and 
retirement plans. As a Raymond 
James Financial Advisor, I will 
listen closely to your needs and 
provide personalized answers for 
which you’re looking — for both 
your business and your personal 
life. For more information about 
investment strategies and how I 
can serve your fi nancial needs, 
call me today.

Peyton’s Northern Distribution Center
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By BARBARA BARBIERI
There is what many consider a “hid-

den gem” within the Wells County Public 
Library, particularly if you are working on 
a family genealogy or local history proj-
ect. The Indiana Room is located on the 
second floor.

Jason Habegger, adult service manager 
and Alice Curry, who answers genealogy 
requests, are in charge of the area where 
the study tables and chairs were once used 
in the Carnegie Library across the street.

There is a $10 per hour charge for 
Curry to research a genealogy request 
arriving by mail, but the area also is a 
popular site for out-of-town visitors to 
work on finding family history informa-
tion. Most of the materials must be used 
on site, as many of the family history pub-
lications are “one of a kind” types.

Habegger and Curry also explain they 
are asked a lot of questions about the area, 
the most common ones being “Where was 
the White Bridge?” and ‘What happened 
to the Psi Ote pool?”

In addition to the shelved materials that 
include those of history of the area, fam-
ily genealogies (donated to the library) 
and high school yearbooks (going back 
to 1897) the Indiana Room offers a large 
variety of online information, including:

• Two microfilm readers/printers and 
a microfilm reader that allow past copies 
of Bluffton’s newspapers, including The 
News-Banner, to be called up, read and 
copies printed. The collection begins in 
1866 but there are many gaps in cover-
age in the earlier years. (Habegger has an 
arrangement with the state to have these 
added to the collection as soon as there is 
an opening in the state’s printing sched-
ule.)

• A Marriage Index (1837-April 12, 
1980)

• Birth Index (1883-1920)
• Wells County portion of the Federal 

Census on microfilm (1840, 1850, 1860, 
1870, 1880, 1900, 1910,1920, 1930)

• Index of the Indiana portion of the 
Federal Census (1820, 1830, 1840, 1850, 
1860 (north Indiana only), 1870, 1880 
(Wells county only)

• Index of the Indiana Territorial Cen-
sus of 1807.

More genealogical information may be 
obtained from the Cem-Obit (Cemetery-
Obituary) program, as it contains more 
information such as marriage data, wheth-
er obits have been scanned, plot informa-

tion, etc. Information for this has been 
entered and edited by many different staff 
members and volunteers over the period 
of several years. 

It is constantly being updated. Anyone 
who can add information to or correct 
information already there should contact 
genealogy@wellscolibrary.org.

Supplemental marriage records are 
available as well as a cemetery index.

Over the years a group of volunteers 
has assisted in getting the indexes up to 
date and digitalized. Mary Beth Patterson 
currently is working on obituaries from 
the 1980s while Cindy Hedges and recent-
ly deceased Day Johnson have worked on 
other updates. Habegger explains more 
volunteers would be welcome.

Habegger also is hoping to get a col-
lection of maps, many that were secured 
by Wells County surveyor Jarrod Hahn, 
digitalized. Other materials donated to the 
library and awaiting digitalization include 
records from the now permanently closed 
Friends Church of Keystone and memora-
bilia from Rem Johnston (the last member 
of a Bluffton family).

The library also has been assisting the 
Wells County Historical Society in cata-
loging their materials, although it was 
halted during the COVID years and has 
yet to be resumed.

There is a continuous weeding process 
going on as multiple copies of materials 
are discovered and consolidated. Informa-
tion on family histories and genealogies 
are always welcomed as donations, but 
never paid for. The current “History of 
Wells County Schools 1837-2022” was 
a recent donation from the Wells County 
Historical Society. �

Indiana Room preserves 
the county’s history

Visitors to the Indiana Room at the Wells County Public Library will probably find either 
Jason Habegger, at left, or Alice Curry, at right, ready, willing and able to assist them with 
securing information about Wells county history or genealogy. (Photos by Barbara Barbieri) 

643 Main St.
Bluffton

260.824.4460 260.375.3401

Bruce K. Stinson
Owner

MEMBER

United Way of Wells County
122 Lamar St., Bluffton

260-824-5589
www.unitedwaywells.org

Like us on      .

The Indiana Room islocated on the second floor of the Wells County Public Library in Bluffton.
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A New High Efficiency
Air Conditioning Unit 

LOWERS YOUR BILLS

219 E. Perry St. Bluff ton

MOSER& SON
Heating 

824-0228
& Air 
Conditioning

ALL SEASON
SERVICE NEEDS

SUPERIOR PRODUCTS
SERVICE
SOLUTIONS

99.98% CLEANER AIR
Clean air starts with 
better air flow. Ask 
us about installing 
AccuClean™, Humidfiers, 
Dehumidifiers, or UV 
(Ultra Violet) Lights.

260 824

90 YEARS OF SERVICE to Our Customers

Their mission was to compile a history of Wells County’s one-room schools for the Wells 
County Historical Society. After two years of research, the three authors celebrated the pub-
lication of “The History of Wells County Schools 1837-2022” in March. Left to right wearing 
their “little red schoolhouse” T-shirts are Marcia Hotopp, Connie Brubaker and Lynn Elliott. 
(Photo by Barbara Barbieri)

By BARBARA 
BARBIERI

The three authors of “The History of 
Wells County Schools 1837-2022” have 
completed their project, undertaken for 
the Wells County Historical Society.

The authors (Connie Brubaker, Lynn 
Elliott and Marcia Hotopp) unveiled the 
book at a book-signing event at the Wells 
County Public Library as they presented a 
book to the library’s Indiana Room. 

When the project began it was thought 
that there were 101 one-room schools 
serving grades one through eight. But 
after much research, the committee locat-
ed more than 120 schools, many which 
are pictured in the book.

These first schools housed between 
15 to 27 students with at least three high 
schools in the county offering grades nine 
through twelve.

After the Common Schools consolidat-
ed into the Township Schools all twelve 
grades were offered in each of the nine 
townships.

Documenting the log schools has been 
made more difficult because the large 
fireplaces in the schools made them very 
susceptible to fire. The same fate followed 
with the frame schools. Following the 
fires of log schools new ones were often 
built just across the road from the origi-
nal but in a different section with a name 
change.

The brick structures also had many dif-

ferent names but the district number usu-
ally remained the same. This has made 
identification a bit easier. 

The editing trio have run across some 
interesting stories as they have been doing 
their research. One such story involves the 
financing of the Jackson Center School. 
When they had a problem with finding the 
funds to complete their structure they tore 
down the brick one-room school and used 
the bricks to finish construction of the 
new building.

Another discovery was that when a 
house in Liberty Township caught fire 
near the Bly School the students emp-
tied their lunch pails, rushed to the water 
pump, filled their pails with water and put 
out the fire.

Brubaker researched Union, Jefferson 
and Rockcreek townships; Hotopp did the 
same for Lancaster and Harrison town-
ships and Elliott tackled Liberty, Jackson, 
Chester and Nottingham townships. Oth-
ers assisting with the project were Alan 
Daugherty, Surveyor Jarrod Hahn and 
staff from the Indiana Room at the Wells 
County Public Library

The book is being sold by the Wells 
County Historical Society for $50, with 
the proceeds from the sales to go to the 
construction of a handicap entrance ramp 
to the Historical Museum.

Current Museum hours are on Wednes-
day and Sunday afternoons from 1 to 4 
p.m. There is no admission charge. �

Mission Accomplished
County’s one-room schools chronicled in

 historical society’s published book
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By JUSTIN PEEPER
Wells County’s tradition of sending 

most of its public school graduates on to 
college will continue this fall as the Class 
of 2023 moves on to postsecondary edu-
cation opportunities.

Seven out of every 10 students who 
graduated from one of Wells County’s 
three public high schools say they will 
attend college this fall.

Fifty-five percent of Wells County’s 
2023 high-school graduates indicated they 
would attend a four-year college, while 17 
percent plan to study at a two-year college 
or enter a technical, trade or vocational 
educational program.

In Wells County, 255 seniors — 72 
percent — have plans to attend two- or 
four-year colleges this fall. In 2022, 68 
percent of graduates from one of Wells 
County’s public high schools said they 
would attend college.

The News-Banner spoke with guid-
ance department officials at each public 

high school in early May and 
received information on 355 
students from the Class of 
2023.

School officials cau-
tioned, however, the num-
bers could change because 
graduates sometimes change 
their plans.

According to the data, 55 
percent of seniors from the 
Class of 2023 plan to attend 
a four-year college. In 2022, 
48 percent indicated that 
they would attend a four-
year college. 

Seventeen percent of this year’s gradu-
ates — 60 students — plan to attend two-
year colleges or enter a technical, trade, 
associate, vocational or apprenticeship 
programs this fall. In 2022, 20 percent 
of students planned to pursue a two-year 
degree.

Thirteen graduates — 4 percent — 

have plans to join the military this year. 
In 2022, 14 graduates — 4 percent of the 
county’s total graduates — planned to 
join the military.

The number of students entering the 
military, however, is actually one more 
than indicated above. One graduate from 
Southern Wells High School is going on 
to college and is enlisting in the Marines. 
The News-Banner counted him once and 

included him in the col-
lege-bound group.

Approximately 87 
graduates — 24 percent 
— plan to enter the work 
force, fill their time with 
something else, or are 
still undecided about their 
post-secondary plans. 
Last year, 103 graduates 
— 28 percent of the coun-
ty’s total graduates — said 
they would enter the work 
force or fill their time 
doing something else.

Overall, the 2023 graduates’ plans are 
similar to what their peers from previous 
classes said they would do after gradua-
tion. Between 70 percent and 80 percent 
of graduates from Wells County’s public 
high schools have indicated they would 
go to college during the time span of 
2013-2023 in which The News-Banner 
has been tracking their plans. �

Where are they going?
Here’s a breakdown of what 2022 graduates of Wells County’s 

three public high schools plan to do now that they’ve graduated:

 4-Year College 2-year College* Military Workforce**
Norwell 111 39 4 46
  (200 graduates) 56% 19% 2% 23%

Bluffton 57 9 7 31
  (104 graduates) 55% 8% 7% 30%

Southern Wells 27 12 2 10
  (51 graduates) 53% 23% 4% 20%

*Includes 2- or 3-year colleges and technical, trade, associate, vocational education programs or apprenticeships.
** Includes some graduates who will fill their time doing something else or who were undecided.

Source: Wells County public schools/The News-Banner

Most county high school grads will seek further training

By HOLLY GASKILL
How does early education correlate to success 

later in life? Why do advanced class opportunities 
matter? Where are state education standards headed?

With the Indiana Department of Education’s new 
dashboard, Wells County residents can gain clarity 
for those types of questions and more. 

The recently-launched Indiana Graduates Pre-
pared to Succeed dashboard, also called Indiana 
GPS, is the result of 2021 legislation that required 
the state to make district data more transparent and 
available. Ultimately, the purpose is to help Hoo-
sier schools and their stakeholders work toward 
improvement. 

With this in mind, Indiana GPS outlines a series 
of goals and completion dates for the state.

The first data group follows early literacy — a 
state average of 81.6 percent of third graders met profi-
ciency standards for literacy in 2022, as determined by 
the IREAD-3. By 2027, the state hopes to have an aver-
age of 95 percent of third graders considered proficient.

According to the IDOE’s website, students who meet 
these proficiency standards are 35 percent more likely to 
graduate high school.

Locally, 84.3 percent of third graders in Northern 
Wells Community Schools were proficient, 86.6 at Bluff-
ton-Harrison Metropolitan Schools, and 92.1 percent at 
Southern Wells Community Schools in 2022.

The IDOE also hopes to increase the number of 
sixth-grade students meeting growth targets on the math 
ILEARN test to 45.8 percent by 2030. Last year, 34.1 
percent of students met “adequate growth.” 

At the same time, 44.2 percent of sixth grade students 
at NWCS met this standard, 24.8 percent at BHMSD and 
39.3 percent at SWCS.

Looking toward high school and graduation, the 
IDOE wants to increase the state graduation rate from 
86.4 percent to 95 percent by 2030. Additionally, they 
plan to increase the number of students graduating from 
college and career credentials from 5.5 percent statewide 
to 60 percent by 2030.

In 2021, 94 percent of the Norwell High School’s 
senior class completed graduation requirements, and 
66.4 percent completed advanced coursework. At Bluff-
ton High School, 99.1 percent of seniors completed 
graduation requirements, with 81.9 percent completing 
advanced coursework. Lastly, 95.7 percent of seniors at 
Southern Wells Junior/Senior High School met gradua-
tion requirements, 72.9 percent of whom graduated with 
advanced coursework.

The dashboard outlines one more area for improve-
ment — the percent of high school graduates employed 
or enrolled in a school within Indiana one year after 
graduation — but does not include a target or deadline. 

Statewide, 84.9 percent of recent graduates were 
employed or enrolled in Indiana in 2020. Since 2006, 
this described 83 percent of graduates on average. 

Locally, in 2020, 90.3 percent from NWCS, 85.7 
percent from BHMSD, and 86.5 percent from SWCS 
were employed or enrolled in college or university in 
Indiana. Trade or vocational schools, as well as mili-
tary service, were included in enrollment.

Since 2006, NWCS has had an average of 86.1 
percent of graduates enrolled or employed one year 
after graduation, with BHMSD at 86.9 percent and 
SWCS at 86.2 percent. 

The IDOE’s website states these goals were 
identified after receiving feedback from educators, 
families, communities and employers. At large, they 
were formed to target the following: academic mas-
tery, career and postsecondary education readiness, 

communication and collaboration, work ethic, as well as 
civil, financial, and digital literacy. 

Additional data — spanning free and reduced lunch 
participation to FAFSA completion — is also available 
on the dashboard. Each category can also be explored by 
demographics based on gender, economic background, 
and more. 

“In education, you use a lot of charts and graphs and 
data, and sometimes that is not easily accessible for the 
average person. And so we really took that to heart,” said 
Indiana Secretary of Education Katie Jenner in a state-
ment to the Indiana Capital Chronicle. “Right now, it’s 
pretty cumbersome for an individual person or educator 
or a community leader to have to go to each (state or fed-
eral) agency to pull that data. This is really putting every-
thing at one place for a school in a transparent way.”

The full dashboard is available at indianagps.doe.
in.gov �

(Graph by Holly Gaskill)

Data gives good reviews to Wells school districts
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