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CELEBRATING 176 YEARS

By Sara Myers

smyers@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE

Janesville School Dis-

trict Superintendent 

Steve Pophal 

a n n o u n c e d 

his retirement 

Wednesday, rea-

soning it’s “time to 

begin the transi-

tion into the next 

stage for me and 

my family.”

Pophal’s last 

day as superintendent 

will be June 30, 2022.

“The decision to retire 

has been a difficult one, 

honestly,” Pophal told The 

Gazette. “I think, like a 

lot of people in my gen-

eration, this isn’t just a 

career for me, it’s a life-

style. I put everything I 

have into this 24/7, and it 

became a bit of my 

identity. I couldn’t 

have had a bet-

ter place to culmi-

nate the 39-career 

career that I’ve 

had in public edu-

cation. I’ve been 

blessed to have a 

high-functioning 

school board to work with 

me hand in hand.”

Pophal said he is 

Pophal

Pophal looking 
forward to putting 

focus on family
Janesville schools superintendent  

discusses retirement decision, plans

By Neil Johnson

njohnson@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE

Authorities haven’t 

settled on how much for-

mer Mercyhealth market-

ing chief Barbara Bortner 

might have to pay back for 

her role in a $3 million 

kickback scheme she is 

accused of orchestrating 

with an Illinois vendor.

A federal judge in Madi-

son on Thursday accepted 

Bortner’s guilty plea to 

charges of fraud and tax 

evasion in a five-year-

long kickback scheme fed-

eral prosecutors say Bort-

ner and Illinois market-

ing firm operator Ryan 

Weckerly coordinated to 

bilk Mercyhealth through 

overinflated billings for 

contracted marketing ser-

vices.

Bortner, 57, won’t face 

sentencing until Feb-

ruary, but on Thursday, 

U.S. District Judge Wil-

liam Conley’s decision in 

the U.S. Western District 

court was not a surprise.

The plea deal Bortner 

and her attorney agreed to 

with U.S. Attorney Aaron 

Wegner on Thursday was 

nearly identical to an ini-

tial plea deal Bortner and 

Weckerly signed Aug. 11, 

according to federal court 

documents.

Under the earlier deal, 

Bortner will be required 

to pay back $777,800 in 

taxes prosecutors said 

she evaded by “grossly 

underepresenting” her 

personal income during 

several years between 

winter 2015 and summer 

2020.

That was the same 

period of time during 

which Bortner and Weck-

erly, the operator of Syc-

amore, Illinois-based 

health and wellness mag-

azine Invironments, 

admitted to amassing $3.1 

million of payments from 

Mercyhealth.

Both Bortner and 

Weckerly admitted they 

Former hospital  
executive pleads 

guilty to fraud
Bortner to be 

sentenced  
in February

JANESVILLE

Today, Janesville 
resident Bernie 

Baldwin’s eyes are 

clear, a shocking pale 

blue.

That in itself is a 

huge change com-

pared to seven years 

ago, when Baldwin’s 

eyes often appeared 

watery, bloodshot, his 

gaze bleary at best.

Baldwin, 63, a 

chronically homeless 

man who has strug-

gled with alcohol 

addiction much of his 

adult life, says he has 

now been sober for 17 

months. You can see 

so by the clarity in his 

bright eyes.

He remembers the day 

about two years ago when 

he got serious about put-

ting down the bottle.

At the time, Bald-

win was homeless and 

found himself alone in a 

dark parking lot behind 

a downtown Janesville 

church. He had just taken 

a bath in the ice cold 

water of a park fountain 

along the riverfront.

Baldwin knelt on the 

dirty, wet pavement, pray-

ing for something to 

change.

Shortly after that park-

ing lot prayer, Bald-

win said he learned that 

GIFTS Men’s Shelter, a 

Janesville homeless shel-

ter and social service cen-

ter where Baldwin stayed 

on and off for the last few 

years, planned to open a 

thrift store.

An employment 
opportunity

The secondhand GIFTS 

Thrift Store, at the for-

mer Black Bridge Bowl at 

1141 Black Bridge Road, 

now has been open almost 

a year.

The thrift shop, which 

had a soft opening last 

fall during the height of 

the pandemic, is hosting 

a belated grand opening 

celebration Saturday to 

show the community what 

The gift of GIFTS
Opportunity  

to work at thrift 
store helped 

homeless man  
with sobriety, 

purpose

Bernie Baldwin is now working for GIFTS at its consignment shop and working on his sobriety. At age 62, Bernie has been 
on and off the streets and in and out of homeless shelters for years, but for the last 16 months, he has been sober.

Story by Neil Johnson

njohnson@gazettextra.com

Photos by Anthony Wahl

awahl@gazettextra.com

Bernie Baldwin moves a cart filled with clothing while working for GIFTS Men’s Shelter at 
its consignment shop. 

Turn to GUILTY on Page 8A

Turn to SCHOOLS on Page 8ATurn to GIFT on Page 6A

http://gazettextra.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=3A&uuid=65960d04-0320-574a-a908-b2e4998db2ec
http://gazettextra.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=1B&uuid=65960d04-0320-574a-a908-b2e4998db2ec
http://gazettextra.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=8A&uuid=65960d04-0320-574a-a908-b2e4998db2ec
http://gazettextra.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=8A&uuid=65960d04-0320-574a-a908-b2e4998db2ec
http://gazettextra.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=6A&uuid=65960d04-0320-574a-a908-b2e4998db2ec

