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In sports:Foresters edged late by Indiana Wesleyan. Page B1

Feb. 15
Eagle Watching at Sal-

amonie: Meet at the 
Upper Wabash Interpre-
tive Center, Salamonie 
Lake, at 3 p.m. on either 
February 8 or 15 and lis-
ten to a short program on 
Indiana’s bald eagles, and 
then caravan to Indiana’s 
largest documented win-
ter roost and watch the 
eagles come in for the 
evening.

This program will be 
indoors and out and 
involves a very small 
amount of walking on a 
paved road. Adjustments 
may be made for handi-
capped visitors. Please 
note if you need handi-
capped parking during 
registration. The Upper 
Wabash Friends Group 
will have food and hot 
drink available for dona-
tion at the roost site.

For everyone’s safety, 
Frances Slocum Road 
between Ind. – 124 and 
County Rd. 550 E., Miami 
County, will be closed for 
this event. The event will 
continue until dark, but 
participants can leave the 
roosting site whenever 
they please. For more 
information and to 
pre-register for this FREE 
event, call 260-468-2127. 
Donations are appreciat-
ed.

Feb. 16
Evensong Concert 

Series: A piano concert 
featuring Hamilton Tesca-
rollo will be held Sunday, 
Feb. 16, 2020 at 4 p.m. at 
Trinity United Methodist 
Church in Huntington.

Tescarollo currently 
serves as Associate Pro-
fessor of Music and 
Director of Keyboard 
Studies at Purdue Univer-
sity Fort Wayne, where he 
teaches piano and pia-
no-related courses and 
coordinates the keyboard 
area.

The event is free and 
open to the public. Acces-
sible parking is available 
(West entrance – Door 7).

Feb. 26
Lunch and Learn: Men-

tal Health America of 
Northeast Indiana will be 
providing speakers to 
help community members 
increase awareness and 
knowledge around mental 
health topics and diagno-
ses.

Sessions will be held at 
the YMCA location on the 
following Wednesdays: 
Feb. 26, March 25 and 
April 29 from 11:30 a.m. 
to 12:30 p.m. The follow-
ing topics will be covered. 
February will discuss 
depression, bipolar disor-
der, and other mood dis-
orders. March will cover 
anxiety, trauma and 
post-traumatic stress dis-
order. The last topic in 
April will discuss addic-
tions. Individuals may 
choose to attend one, two 
or all three sessions as 
desired. Attendees who 
come to all three sessions 
will be entered into a 
drawing for one month 
free Y membership.

Each month the lunch 
will be provided by Millers 
Merry Manor Huntington. 
Lunch and learn sessions 
are free of charge to all 
community members but 
it is requested that inter-
ested individuals register 
with the YMCA by calling 
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Crestview PE teacher 

charged with child molestation
By JAMES EHLE,
jehle@h-ponline.com

A physical education 
teacher at Crestview Middle 
School in Huntington was 
arrested on multiple sexual 
misconduct and child mo-
lestation charges on Mon-
day.

Eric M. Gerdes, 40, was 
arrested by the Fort Wayne 
Police Department on Feb. 
10 for one count of sexual 
misconduct with a minor for 
deviate sexual conduct to 
defendant, a Class B Felo-
ny; a second count of sexual 
misconduct with a minor for 

touching/fondling, a Class C 
Felony; a third count of child 
molesting for touching/fon-

dling, a Class 
C Felony; a 
fourth count 
for vicari-
ous sexual 
gratification, 
a Class D 
Felony; and 
a fi fth count 
for dissem-

ination of a matter harmful 
to minors, a Class D Felo-
ny, according to a probable 
cause affi davit from Allen 
Superior/Circuit Court.

Huntington County Com-

munity School Corporation 
(HCCSC) released a state-
ment about the arrest of the 
Crestview physical educa-
tion teacher, who has been 
suspended.

“It has been brought to our 
attention that legal action 
has been taken in regard to 
an employee of the Hun-
tington County Community 
School Corporation,” the 
statement reads. “Appropri-
ate actions were taken by 
HCCSC Administration im-
mediately upon notifi cation 
of this matter. Our No. 1 
priority is always the safety 
and security of our students 

and staff members. Due to 
this being an open investiga-
tion, we are unable to com-
ment further.”

A detective with the Fort 
Wayne Police Department 
had probable cause to be-
lieve between 2011 and 
2014, Gerdes committed 
crimes against a minor 
while Gerdes was a teacher 
at Imagine Master Acade-
my, a school in Fort Wayne, 
according to court records.

As a teacher at the acade-
my from 2011 to 2013, po-
lice say he committed the 

911 
dispatchers 
bungled 
fatal Indiana 
pond crash

MISHAWAKA (AP) — A 
911 dispatcher speaking to 
a desperate driver who had 
veered into a frozen north-
ern Indiana pond should 
have focused on advising 
her how to get herself and 
her three young children 
to safety instead of spend-
ing the beginning of the 
call trying to determine the 
pond’s location, an investi-
gation found.

Research shows there is 
only about one minute for 
occupants to safely get out 
of a vehicle once it enters 
water, yet the dispatch-
er spent over 90 seconds 
during Brooke Kleven’s 
New Year’s Eve call trying 
to verify the location of the 
accident, according to a re-
port released Wednesday.

Meanwhile, a second St. 
Joseph’s County dispatch-
er speaking to a bystander 
who witnessed the crash 
and called 911 erred by 
classifying it as an “acci-
dent” rather than a “vehicle 
in water,” which delayed 
the response of a dive team 
to the location, the South 
Bend Tribune reported. It 
took 14 minutes from the 
time of Kleven’s call for a 
diver to enter the pond in 
Mishawaka.

The crash occurred when 
Kleven missed a curve 
on an icy road. Two of 
Kleven’s children, 4-year-
old James Kleven and 
2-year-old Natalie Kleven, 
drowned. Brooke Klev-
en and her 3-month-old 
daughter, Hendrix Kleven, 
were critically injured but 
survived.

The two dispatchers have 
resigned since the crash but 
likely would have been dis-
ciplined if they hadn’t for 
failing to follow protocol 
in an emergency situation, 
Ray Schultz, the dispatch 
center’s director, said in the 
report.

Schultz said it’s unclear 
why the second dispatcher 
did not use the dispatch’s 
center’s software to cor-
rectly code the incident. 
But he also said it would be 
“pure speculation” to sug-
gest that the outcome of the 
crash would have changed 
had it not been for the dis-
patchers’ “missteps.”

“(Kleven) had gotten 
them all free. All of the 
children were out of their 
buckles and seat belts,” 
Schultz said. “She just ran 
out of time to get out of the 
vehicle.”

Brooke Kleven has been 
transferred to a rehabil-
itation facility, and her 
daughter Hendrix has been 
released from the hospital.

Audit: 2 Indiana online schools misspent nearly $86 million
By TOM DAVIES
Associated Press

INDIANAPOLIS — Two 
Indiana online charter schools 
that have been under federal 
investigation over allegations 
of padding their enrollments 
inappropriately paid nearly 
$86 million to companies 
linked to the schools’ founder 
or his associates, according to 
a new state audit report.

The State Board of Ac-
counts review, dated Wednes-
day, found the Indiana Virtual 
School and Indiana Virtual 
Pathways Academy wrong-
ly received $68.7 million in 

state payments by improp-
erly claiming about 14,000 
students as enrolled between 
2011 and 2019, even though 
they had no online course ac-
tivity.

Both schools, which had 
a shared administration and 
last year reported about 7,200 
students, shut down in August 
after state education offi cials 
cut off funding based on ini-
tial estimates of $40 million 
in enrollment overpayments.

Indiana Virtual School was 
formed in 2011 soon after a 
Republican-driven state edu-
cation overhaul that expand-
ed the availability of charter 

schools, which are privately 
operated but receive taxpay-
er funding, and launched the 
state’s private school voucher 
program.

The Indiana investigation 
comes as similar enrollment 
infl ation cases involving on-
line charter schools have 
happened in Ohio, Oklahoma 
and California.

Offi cials in Indiana have 
disagreed about oversight 
responsibilities between the 
State Board of Education, the 
state Department of Educa-
tion and the Daleville Com-
munity Schools, a district 
of about 1,000 students near 

Muncie, which was the char-
ter authorizer for the two on-
line schools.

Democratic state Rep. Ed 
DeLaney of Indianapolis said 
Thursday that oversight obvi-
ously broke down, blaming it 
on Republicans for directing 
tens of millions of dollars to-
ward online schools then let-
ting them operate under “very 
thin laws” and little monitor-
ing.

“We outsourced public edu-
cation to people who stole the 
money,” DeLaney said. “You 
want to throw money out in 
the middle of the street and let 
people pick it up, the wrong 

guy’s gonna pick it up.”
Republican Indiana House 

Speaker Brian Bosma de-
fended the virtual school pro-
gram and said he had ques-
tions about how the infl ated 
enrollment wasn’t caught by 
the Daleville district or the 
education department.

“It’s diffi cult to legislate 
against conduct that’s crim-
inal and this appears to be 
criminal in nature,” Bosma 
said. “Hopefully, the author-
ities will be pursuing this to 
the fullest extent of the law.”

Auditors described truant 

GERDES

Strick delivers State of the City speech

By JAMES EHLE,
jehle@h-ponline.com

Mayor Richard Strick 
shared his state of the city 
address which focused on 
the city’s transition with 
a new mayor in offi ce and 
goals for the next year.

The short phrase “remark-
ably smooth” has become 
Strick’s new standard re-
sponse when asked about 
his transition into the new 
role as mayor of the city of 
Huntignton.

When Strick fi rst took of-
fi ce on Jan. 1, 2020, he of-
fered city department heads 
the opportunity to stay in 
their current positions, 
which all of them chose to 
keep. Strick says this deci-
sion was a key reason why 
the transition into the new 
administration has gone so 
well.

“After reviewing the annu-
al reports from 2019, which 
you’ve also had a chance to 
review and listen to newly 
elected mayors around the 
state of Indiana, I can con-
fi rm that that was a wise 
decision,” said Strick. “That 
decision is the primary rea-
son why our transition has 
been as smooth and seam-
less as it has been. 2019 was 
another year of effective 
and effi cient public service 
by our city employees. I 
look forward to seeing how 
we can improve on that in 
2020.”

Strick acknowledged pub-
lic offi cials including Fire 
Chief Tony Johnson on his 
continued efforts to train 
fi refi ghters with new equip-
ment which will help rescue 
people trapped in vehicles 
and fast water situations.

Previous Director of Pub-

lic Works and Engineering 
Anthony Goodnight and his 
predecessor Adam Cuttriss 
were able to oversee the fi -
nal landfi ll closure, a com-
pletion of the State Street 
project and long-term con-
trol plan, replacing the West 
Park Drive culvert and help-
ing other departments in the 
city operate more effi cient-
ly, according to Strick.

Director of Community 
Development and Rede-
velopment Bryn Keplinger 
and his team partnered with 
Huntington County United 
Economic Development to 
voluntarily annex 187 acres 
of land for new industrial 
development. They closed 
out the 2015 Brownfi eld 
Grant while continuing 
demolition efforts at the old 
H.K. Porter site and assisted 
property owners with their 
permits.

“In comparisons across 
the region and across the 
nation, the city of Hunting-
ton stands out favorably 
by providing a faster turn-
around and lower fees for 
those with permits,” Strick 
said.

Strick gave a shout out to 
Street Superintendent Tim 
Bischoff and his team at 
city services for their works 
to maintain the 95 miles of 
paved streets within the city, 
as well as the contract the 
city holds with Advanced 
Disposal and Republic Ser-
vices for trash and recycling 
curbside pickup.

Utilities Superintendent 
Pat Maher works close-
ly with both the street and 
engineering departments 
to continue improving the 
city’s waste and wastewater 
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Mayor Richard Strick is pictured during his first speech as Mayor of the City of Huntington on Jan. 1 in the City Building. Strick 
addressed the transition into office during Tuesday’s City Council meeting.
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