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Teacher 
contract 

negotiations to 
resume

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Contract negotiations 
between the teachers’ union and the 
School Board of Highlands County is set 

to resume at 4 p.m. Sept. 
17 in the Garland Boggus 
Board Room at the District 
Office.

Deputy Superintendent 
Andrew Lethbridge said the 
district is looking forward 
to working on language 
and also discussing salary 
proposals.

“Hopefully we can get the 
contract settled,” he said.

There have not been any contract talks 
with the school support staff union, 
Lethbridge noted, and then he provided 
the rational for not starting the support 
negotiations.

State funding was given explicitly for 
teacher salary increases, he said. Under 
the state plan, the funding would more 
significantly increase the starting teacher 
salary, but all teachers would get raises.

With everything being so unsettled, 
there are many factors that will affect 
the district’s budget, such as the level of 
funding from the state, what the state’s 
budget is going to look like, how many 
students are returning, the difference 
in funding for a virtual student and a 
student who is in attendance on a school 
campus, Lethbridge said.

“The state has shared with us that 
our funding in the fall will be based on 
our projected number of students so it 
appears we will be held harmless if any 
students didn’t return,” he said. “But, 
there is no such guarantee for the spring, 
so this entire year we are trying to be 
cautious with the funds that we have to 
make sure that we are good stewards 
with the dollars.”

So the district wanted to wait and see 
how everything “shook out” before mak-
ing any financial decisions, Lethbridge 
said.

There have already been projections 
that next year’s budget will be reduced 
significantly based on the reduced 
projections of the state sales tax revenue 
and other effects of the coronavirus such 
as on tourism, he said.

“So there is much that is unknown and 
those budget concerns will impact the 
negotiation process as well,” Lethbridge 
said.

State reports lowest daily  
new virus cases since mid-June
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The 1,885 new 
COVID-19 cases reported Monday by 
the Florida Department of Health is 
the lowest daily increase since June 15.

There were 68 new resident fatalities 
to bring the state death toll to 11,187 
attributed to the coronavirus. The total 
Florida case count is 623,471.

There were only two new COVID-19 
cases in Highlands County, which is 
the lowest number of new daily cases 
in more than a month. The county 
death toll remains at 67.

Highlands currently has 24 hospital-
ized due to COVID-19.

DeSoto County added 11 cases for 
a total of 1,489 and Hendry County 
added six cases for a total of 1,975.

Hardee added five cases for a total of 
1,097, Okeechobee had four additional 
cases in the latest count for a total of 
1,243 and Glades had two more cases 
for a total of 456.

Statewide from the 34,849 previous 
day’s test results, 5.5% were positive.

Highlands had a very low positive 

test rate of 1.8% with 111 tests and 
only two being positive.

Hardee County had five positives 
from 15 tests for a positive rate of 
33.33%.

Okeechobee County had four 
positives from 27 tests for a positive 
rate of 14.81%.

South Florida’s previous day’s test 
results show the following positive 

rates: Miami-Dade 6.54%, Broward 
4.15% and Palm Beach County 3.49%.

Statewide over the course of the 
pandemic, 4,622,552 virus tests have 
been administered with 13.49% being 
positive.

Nationwide, there have been 
6,014,013 cases with 183,312 deaths.
Worldwide, there have been 25,318,901 
cases with 847,797 deaths.

21st Annual Judge Clifton M. Kelly 
Champion For Children Awards Gala

5 child advocates to be honored

Special to the Highlands News-Sun
PROVIDED BY CHAMPION FOR CHILDREN 

FOUNDATION

The Champion for Children 
Foundation of Highlands County, 
Inc. has released the names of the 
five finalists to be honored at the 
21st Annual Judge Clifton M. Kelly 
Champion for Children Awards Gala.

The annual awards gala is named 
in memory of the honorable Judge 
Clifton M. Kelly, a retired circuit court 
judge and lifelong child advocate, who 
passed away in 2005. For 21 years now, 
child advocates have been nominated 
from throughout the county, with 25 
individuals nominated this year for the 
prestigious award. The Champion for 
Children Award recognizes passionate 
community members who give of 
their hearts and talents to incredibly 
improve the quality of life for children 
and positively impact youth across 
Highlands County. Kevin Roberts, 
Champion for Children Foundation 
founder and chairman of the 
board, shares that to his knowledge, 
“Highlands County is the only county 
in the nation to honor distinguished 
child advocates in such a formal man-
ner, raising our community’s servants 
to celebrity status.”

The five child advocates being 
celebrated at the 21st Annual 
Champion for Children Award are 
Florine Anderson-Wells, Scott Kirouac, 
Pamela Lanier, Vicki Million, and 
Adam Smehyl.

For over 20 years, Florine Anderson-
Wells has poured her love and care 
into the community of Avon Park. Her 
previous experiences as a counselor 
at the Avon Park Youth Academy and 
community liaison led to her serving 
as director of the Boys & Girls Club of 
Avon Park for the past 12 years. It is 
estimated her dedication and example 
have touched over 1,000 children, 
enriching and empowering young lives 
while also building beneficial relation-
ships with parents and guardians. As 

Anderson-Wells emphasizes, “I hope 
to continue to encourage and help 
our future leaders reach their goals 
by ways of helping them believe in 
possibilities.”

Scott Kirouac, an agriculture profes-
sional working for Hillary Peat Co. and 
Big Sky Growers, created Ag Angels 13 
years ago to provide Christmas gifts for 
less fortunate children. Over the years, 
more than $450,000 has been shared 
with Highlands and Hardee County 
schools and organizations to provide 
gifts of true need, not luxury. Such 
gifts hold the highest value and help 
students realize they have a supportive 
school and caring community sur-
rounding them. Kirouac encourages 
others to “Experience the joy and 
satisfaction that one person with a 
vision can accomplish when your 
mission is for 100% of the right reason, 
to help others.”

Pamela Lanier has given her com-
mitted effort to ensuring the success of 
Highlands County children and youth 
for 33 years. Beginning as a camp 
counselor and paraprofessional, she 
became a band director and teacher, 
then an assistant principal, and pres-
ently serves as director of Exceptional 
Student Education. Lanier’s tireless 
sacrifice and leadership by example 
has touched an untold number of 
children and families. Her understand-
ing of children with disabilities brings 
hope to families and encourages stu-
dents to reach for their full potential. 
Lanier shares, “I have always tried to 
provide opportunities to children that 
they might not have had otherwise.”

Vicki Million has walked alongside 
local students for 30 years. Whether 
as a swim instructor and coach, or 
a guidance counselor at Lake Placid 
Elementary School, she looks at the 
whole child and reaches out to meet 
needs beyond what is apparent at 
first glance. Million has created “safe 
rooms” and environments where 
students can decompress and gain 
skills to navigate healthy solutions. She 

always encourages self-confidence, 
discipline, and a commitment to 
achieve goals; and her impact is built 
upon her sacrificial dedication to any-
one in need. Million states, “I continue 
to strive to create a supportive and 
caring environment for all children.”

For over 19 years, Adam Smehyl 
has made significant impacts on 
countless Highlands County middle 
and high school students. As a former 
educator, and current Youth & Family 
Pastor at Bible Fellowship Church, 
his commitment to youth is based on 
his desire to be directly involved with 
them. Smehyl meets students where 
they are while maintaining positive 
relationships and a steady standard of 
behavior. He is often seen eating lunch 
on school campuses, participating in 
running events, and working alongside 
youth on community service projects. 
One of Smehyl’s main goals is “To help 
develop good men and women for 
10-15 years down the road.”

“Our community is truly blessed to 
have these dedicated individuals and 
passionate leaders positively impact-
ing our children and mentoring our 
youth,” states Champion for Children 
Foundation CEO Carissa Marine. “It 
is our sincere honor to celebrate and 
thank them for their compassion, 
sacrifice, and dedication.”

The 21st Annual Judge Clifton M. 
Kelly Champion for Children Awards 
Gala will be held on Sept. 24 at 6 p.m. 
at Grace Bible Church in Sebring, by 
invitation only. Due to current CDC 
safety guidelines, in-person atten-
dance at this year’s Gala is extremely 
limited. The community is invited to 
join the award presentation online 
with live Facebook and YouTube view-
ing options, so together, all may cel-
ebrate the community’s outstanding 
child advocates. The evening program 
will include a formal award ceremony 
and entertainment, and culminate 
with the announcement of the 21st 
Annual Champion for Children award 
recipient.
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Florida’s economic 
opportunity chief 

resigns amid 
 jobs woes
By BOBBY CAINA CALVAN 

ASSOCIATED PRESS

TALLAHASSEE, Fla. (AP) — Florida’s 
director of economic opportunity 
resigned Monday, months after being 

stripped of his oversight 
of the state’s glitch-rid-
den unemployment 
system, which left 
hundreds of thousands 
of people waiting 
weeks — and sometimes 
months — for benefits 
after losing their jobs 
during the coronavirus 
outbreak.

Ken Lawson said in his resignation 
letter that he was leaving his post “in the 
spirit of turning the page and moving 
forward.”

Florida’s balky unemployment system 
was among the slowest in the country to 
respond to the surge in unemployment 
as the pandemic sidelined key sectors 
of the state’s economy, including bars, 
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