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Stillwater boys 5th at state. Story on page B1
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Stillwater Area School 
Board members consid-
ered about $1.9 million in 
budget cuts at their Fri-
day, Feb. 8 work session. 

The board is expected 
to vote on $1.2 million in 
budget cuts at their 6 p.m. 
Thursday, Feb. 21 meet-
ing. 

After several hours of 
discussion, the board indi-
cated they are considering 
an increase in high school 
athletic fees, shifting mid-
dle school activities to 
Community Education 
and having families pay 
for ACT testing. 

Additionally, the board 
is considering reducing 
custodial and paraprofes-
sional staff, administrative 

costs, the technology bud-
get and the professional 
development budget. 

Board members indicat-
ed they do not want to cut 
funding for the Gifted and 
Talented Education pro-
gram, reduce elementary 
specialist minutes or in-
crease the staffi ng ratio in 
sixth through 12th-grade. 

In order to balance the 
budget, the school board 

needs to cut an additional  
$735,435 from the budget, 
totaling about $1.8 mil-
lion in budget reductions 
for next school year. The 
board previously made 
cuts to the budget in De-
cember. The board is 
also working to build the 
general fund unassigned 
fund balance – similar to 
an emergency savings ac-
count – to fi ve percent of 

the district’s annual opera-
tion expenses.

One of the largest cuts 
the board discussed was 
to reduce professional 
development funds by an 
additional $348,000. The 
board approved $250,000 
in professional develop-
ment cuts at the Dec. 20 
meeting. 
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Stillwater secondary 
students will have to go to 
school on Presidents Day 
this year to make up for 
time lost to cold weather 
and snow. 

As a result of fi ve can-

celed school days and a 
two hour delay, Stillwa-
ter Area Public Schools 
(SAPS) fell below the 
1,020 state-required stu-
dent contact hours for 
seventh and eighth grad-
ers as well as 10th-12th 
grade students. 

At the Thursday, Feb. 

7 school board meeting, 
board members unani-
mously approved the ad-
ministration’s recommen-
dation to hold school for 
sixth through 12th-grade 
students on Presidents 
Day, Feb. 18 as a makeup 
day.

Elementary school stu-

dents will not need to at-
tend school on the make-
up day. 

Assistant Superintendent 
Bob McDowell said the 
fi ve extra minutes will 
not negatively affect bus 
transportation because 
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Stillwater Area School 
Board discussed the poten-
tial sale of Withrow Ele-
mentary with an interested 
developer at the Thursday, 
Feb. 7 work session. 

With support from 
Washington County com-
missioners Fran Miron 
and Gary Kriesel, devel-
oper John Belisle discussed 
an idea to change the for-
mer Hugo elementary 
school into an affordable 
veterans housing complex. 

However, Stillwa-
ter Area Public School 
(SAPS) superintendent 
Denise Pontrelli said the 
school board still needs 
to decide what they want 
to do with the property, 
whether they want to sell, 
lease or reopen the school. 

The closure of three 
SAPS elementary schools 
— Withrow, Marine and 
Oak Park — has been a 
contentious issue since the 
school board voted to do 
so in March 2016. Parents 
not only protested, but 
fi led lawsuits against the 
district. In November, vot-
ers also elected three new 
school board members and 
re-elected Shelley Pearson, 
who was one of two board 
members along with Mike 
Ptacek to vote against the 
school closures. 

This fall, the school 
district approved the sale 
of the former Marine El-
ementary school building 
and property to the city 
of Marine on St. Croix for 
nearly $1 million. 

If  the board were to sell 
the property to Belisle, he 
said the housing complex 
would have about 30 living 
units for veterans and their 
families, as well as a hand-
ful of units for veterans 
at risk of homelessness. 
The complex would be af-
fordable housing for vet-
erans who make less than 
$50,000 per year, Belisle 
added.

However, redeveloping 
classrooms into 
apartments wouldn’t be 
simple. The property is 
zoned agricultural, Miron 
said, and the city of Hugo 
does not currently have 
multi-family zoning in 
its comprehensive plan. 
Uses not acceptable for 
agricultural zoning would 
require discussion with 
Hugo City Council and 
a comprehensive plan 
amendment with approval 
from the Metropolitan 
Council.

Additionally, Belisle 

School board discusses $1.9 million in budget cuts

See Budget, Page A5

School board 
discusses 
potential sale 
of Withrow 
Elementary

See Withrow, Page A6

Making up for canceled class, District 834 
to hold school on Presidents Day

See Snow Day, Page A5

BY KIM SCHNEIDER
THE GAZETTE

At Youth Advantage in Stillwa-
ter, the back room is packed with 
sports equipment for any occasion: 
baseball gloves, golf  clubs and 
hockey skates, to name a few. 

The equipment is donated and 
used by local kids who otherwise 
might not have the fi nancial means 
to participate in extra curricular 
activities. 

With her advocacy and leader-
ship, Youth Advantage founder 
and Executive Director Suzanne 
Block empowers Stillwater-area 

youth by creating a pathway to ex-
plore their passions, said the non-
profi t’s board of 
directors president 
Justin Bonestroo. 

With fi nancial 
support from do-
nors, community 
partners and foun-
dations, Block said 
Youth Advantage 
helps families af-
ford for their children to partici-
pate in extracurricular activities. 
Youth Advantage, located at 904 
Fourth St. S. Suite 300 in Stillwa-
ter, served its fi rst clients in 2009.

“Suzanne is a kind, creative and 
determined person,” Bonestroo 
said. “To construct a solid struc-
ture, you need a strong foundation. 
The same is true of a community. 
Suzanne had this in mind when she 
founded Youth Advantage.”

Founding Youth Advantage
When she came up with the idea 

that would become Youth Advan-
tage, Block was a program director 
for Dawn’s Closet at Valley Out-
reach.

At the time, Block’s two children 
— a son who is now a freshman 
in college and a daughter at 
Stillwater Area High School — 
were becoming involved in extra 

Through access to sports and activities, 
Youth Advantage empowers local youth

Helping kids thrive

See Block, Page A9

Block

Bella, a nine-year-old golden retriever 
and certifi ed therapy dog, loves listening 
to kids read at the Stillwater Area Public 

Library twice per month. Her owner, Diane 
Johnson, said Bella has visited the library 

for “PAWS to Read with Bella” for fi ve 
years. Above, Kayla Crooks gives Bella 

some loving attention as she reads a copy 
of “Upside Down Magic” aloud. Right, 
siblings Chloe and Parker Klatt shared 
reading time with Bella. (Gazette staff 

photos by Kim Schneider)

Feb. 14, 1919 – As the result of 

a winter storm, local ice men 

worked overnight to clear snow 

from ice fields before harvesting 

ice to fill the ice houses.

History – Stillwater’s first mayor 

is the subject of Brent Peterson’s 

“Back in Time” column.

Page A2

Valley Focus – Lift Bridge Brew-

ing Company will host a unique 

variety show this weekend with 

comedians, magic, acrobats and 

live music.

Page A3

Public Safety – The Gazette has 

the weekly round-up of the Still-

water Police Department reports.

Page A5

Business – The Greater Stillwater 

Area Chamber of Commerce held 

their annual community awards.

Page A7

Reading buddy
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The Stillwater boys’ hockey team 

tops Mahtomedi and extends win-

ning streak to four with victory 

over East Ridge. 

Page B1

On Senior Night, Stillwater girls’ 

basketball wins 14th straight 

game and clinches first confer-

ence title since 2000-01 season. 
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Ponies can’t solve White Bear 

Lake goaltender Calla Frank while 

falling 3-0 in Section 4AA girls’ 

hockey semifinals. 
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