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Litchfield Middle School Media Center 

was crowded Thursday night with parents 

who watched their startled, yet eager chil-

dren prove they could spell any word thrown 

at them.

But as with any competition, there’s only 

one winner.

It was eighth-grade TJ Christensen who 

seized the top speller reward at this year’s 

Spelling Bee by successfully spelling “Appren-

tice.” Fifth-grader Judah Allen was runner-up.

“I’m just kind of tired, because I just had 

wrestling practice,” Christensen said after 

he won. “I thought I was pretty good at spell-

ing. But I’ve always kind of wanted to be a 

teacher, I don’t know what for though.”

Christensen will advance to the Regional 

Spelling Bee in February in Sartell. If he 

wins there, he would move on to battle at 

Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Brenda Schumann, a sixth-grade lan-

guage arts teacher, acted as the pronouncer 

for the Spelling Bee. Some of the words with 

which she challenged contestants were, “Un-

derstand,” “Benches,” “Seal,” Fumble,” and 

“Proportionate.”

Schumann works on spelling different 

words in her class to help students succeed 

in the Spelling Bee, she said.

“What we do is, each English teacher in 

the building holds a spell-level breakdown,” 

Schumann said about the process of enter-

ing the spelling bee competition. “(They) 

take top-five spellers, and then they come 

to the district meet, and then it’s what you 

saw today. So every grade is sort of equally 

represented by the number.”

Activities such as spelling bee bring 

forward the value of the language arts, 

Schumann said.

“You can be good in athletics, be good in 

music, but you can also be a really good speller 

and have a good vocabulary,” she said. “So it’s 

a way for those kids to shine, too… They were a 

good group of strong spellers for the most part.”

As the associate judge, Sarah Kotila, a 

sixth-grade reading teacher, said, “the stu-

dents did well.

“It was kind of nice to see a fifth-grader 

(Allen) mix with the eight-grader (Chris-

tensen) at the end,” Kotila said. “That was 

exciting to see.”

Principal Chelsea Brown said it was cute 

seeing some of the fifth-graders, as it was 

their first time, and they were nervous.

“Now that they’ve done it once,” Brown 

continued, “they’ll feel more comfortable to 

come back.”
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Litchfield has an opportunity to be host to the 

state’s premier amateur baseball event.

But first it has to improve its venue.

Several members of the Litchfield Baseball 

Association made their pitch for an improve-

ment project that would cover the grandstand 

area at Optimist Park — and open an opportu-

nity to host the Minnesota Baseball Associa-

tion state tournament — to the Litchfield City 

Council earlier this month.

A covered grandstand is a requirement of 

the Dassel Baseball Association, which seeks 

to submit a bid for the 2023 state tournament. 

Dassel’s leadership agreed it would partner 

with Litchfield on the bid with the grandstand 

improvement as a contingency.

“Dassel doesn’t want to bring us along as a 

second site without some kind of commitment 

that we’re going to get a roof done,” LBA board 

member Nick Ridgeway said.

Litchfield Baseball Association’s board of di-

rectors approved a plan for the grandstand roof 

in December, and members met with City Ad-

ministrator David Cziok in hopes of assembling 

a plan that might receive City Council backing, 

Ridgeway explained. Dassel’s state tournament 

committee had asked LBA to commit by Jan. 15, 

which would allow time to assemble a formal 

bid, which must be submitted in April.

The grandstand plan included three options, 

with the height of grandstand sidewalls being a 

key difference, in design and price. Baseball As-

sociation President Brian Jones told the Council 
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Programs like Litchfield High School’s indus-

trial technology program could offer a partial 

solution to the state’s achievement gap, according 

to the Minnesota Commissioner of Education 

Mary Ricker, who visited last week.

“Maintaining programs like that is a good 

example of how you create better opportunities 

for students,” Ricker said. “You increase their 

engagement and their interest in school.”

Ricker followed in the footsteps of mayors of 

St. Paul and Minneapolis in visiting Litchfield, 

all at the invitation of state Rep. Dean Urdahl.

Unlike the comprehensive tour the mayors 

received of the city of Litchfield, Ricker ab-

sorbed a more exhaustive experience of Litch-

field Public Schools — mainly the middle school 

and high school.

“I’ve wanted to come ever since (Urdahl) 

invited me,” Ricker said, “and just having the 

opportunity to hear about the career and tech-

nical education programs that you have here. 

Again, because they are an example of the sort 

of high-quality engaging work we want our 

students to have access to. It really became a 

priority for me to come visit and see for myself.”

Students who concentrate in career and 

technical education, Ricker said, “graduate 

Success to A2 ➤

Park to A6 ➤

Closing the gap
State Commissioner
of Education sees
Litchfield successes up close
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John Spanos explains to Education Commissioner Mary Ricker how students in his industrial tech class learn hands-on experiences 

such as building a house.

Ricker wears a Dragon beanie given to 

her by Lake Ripley Elementary School’s 

student council members.

Christensen 
fires off 
‘apprentice’ 
for the win
Eighth-grader claims 
Litchfield Middle 
School spelling bee title
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Eight-grader TJ Christensen 

wins Spelling Bee after spelling 

“Apprentice.”

Park improvements could land big event
Litchfield Baseball 
Association proposes 
Optimist Park changes

An architectural rendering shows the grandstand covering proposed for Optimist Park 

in Litchfi eld.


