
With the passing of each school year, we think of those who 
walked the halls of our school in the past and wish they could 
see us today. While our alumni and supporters are normally 
welcome to visit, the challenges that Covid-19 presented us 
this year made that difficult. This is precisely the reason for 
this newsletter; to provide you with an annual update and 
help you stay connected to St. Francis School.

We’re in our 72nd year of providing quality education in the 
Ellsworth community. Kindness, respect, Catholic values, and 
academic excellence were the cornerstones of our school 
when it opened its doors in 1948 and continue to be at the 
forefront of our mission in 2020.  

This year rendered the school with challenges unlike any 
we’ve faced in the past.  After closing our doors for 11 weeks 
last spring and transitioning our instruction to virtual learning, 
our school reopened this fall to the delight of all our teachers, 
staff, students, and families. Our teachers and staff have been 
tireless in their creativity, energy, and resourcefulness to make 
in-person learning possible this school year.  

At the forefront of these efforts has been the steadfast leader-
ship of our school principal, Mr. Buckel. Mr. Buckel served as 
principal over the last four years. During his time at St. Francis 
School, Mr. Buckel started a before and after-school care 
program, developed a 3YK preschool program, and created 
an afternoon care program for students in the 3YK and 4YK 
classes. Mr. Buckel also won over the hearts of all our stu-
dents with his warm smile and fun-loving spirit. In November, 
Mr. Buckel announced his retirement. We are grateful to him 
for all he’s done for our school and wish him the very best.

We are pleased to announce that our 5th grade teacher, 

Mrs. Swanson, will be taking care of daily operations as Lead 
Teacher until a new principal is hired. Mrs. Swanson is an in-
tegral member of our staff and we are confident she will serve 
our school well during this transition. We are actively search-
ing for a new principal to lead our school. With the guidance 
of all of our gifted and devoted staff, we are committed to 
continuing the quality of education that St. Francis School has 
always been known for.

While funding our important work is 
always a constant consideration, 
this year the challenges of 
COVID-19 has only amplified 
the need for generous giving. 
As a past alum and/or friend 
of our school, we ask that you 
consider the impact and influ-
ence St. Francis School has 
had on your life and make 
a donation to help cover 
the added expenses of this 
unprecedented year so 
that our school’s tradition 
of learning, kindness, 
respect and Catholic 
Christian values can live 
on through our students.    

Hello from St. Francis School

St. Francis alumni Allie Jennings and Rachel Leonard exem-
plified the Catholic Christian value of kindness during a time 
of shuttered schools, cancelled social gatherings, illness and 
disappointment. Rachel’s mother recalled how glum the se-
nior felt with prom’s cancellation and no graduation ceremo-
ny. But Rachel and Allie’s decision to dress and celebrate with 
the elderly residents of Prescott Nursing Rehabilitation Center, 
where the two work, changed the course of spring quarter. 
Bringing others joy, a virtue St. Francis School teaches, creat-
ed an unexpected adventure for Allie and Rachel. 

Decked out in dresses and masks, Allie and Rachel danced 
with Gladys Anderson and other residents. The celebration 
was caught on camera and shared on the Land of 10,000 
Stories on Kare 11 News. 

Enter former Wisconsinite Gracie Skoginien, an administra-
tor at the White House. She had also grown up in Wisconsin 
and was drawn to the story of the girls’ selflessness. Gracie 
messaged the girls inviting them to a graduation ceremony at 
the White House. 

“I thought it was a scam,” said Rachel. Then Gracie sent her 
White House Credentials. It was official. Allie and Rachel 
joined 20 students from age 5 up for the graduation event at 
the White House.

“My favorite part was walking into the White House,” said Al-
lie. “And I loved playing with the little kindergartener who was 
graduating with us. We played tea party, she was so sweet.” 
Rachel echoed this memory of the kindergartener adding that 

the little girl had come from a rough home situation. 

President Trump personally recognized Allie and Rachel 
during the ceremony, having them stand for the group. Ra-
chel mentioned her favorite memory was President Trump’s 
speech, “He said we should always look to parents, friends, 
and family. You can’t succeed without family. He also spoke 
about looking toward others for examples of success while 
striving to do better.” Every graduate received a certificate 
with the U.S. Seal and President Trump’s signature. 

Allie plans to be a physical therapist and is currently studying 
Exercise, Sports, and Science at UW-River Falls. Rachel cur-
rently is taking her online nursing generals through CVTC and 
working at the Veteran Hospital in the Twin Cities. Her goal is 
to become a nurse practitioner. 

When asked about St. Francis School, Rachel remembered 
how one of her teachers told her she was proud of her suc-
cesses, “They rewarded the motivation to excel.”
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Annual Appeal Card
St. Francis School’s funding comes from tuition, Friends of St. Francis donations, and generous support from parishioners. 
Our parents, students, and teachers thank you and pray you will continue your support of our school and our 72 year tradition 
of Catholic Christian values and academic excellence.

Donate online at: www.StFrancisEllsworth.org/friends (monthly ACH available)
Or mail a donation payable to: St. Francis School (You will receive a receipt for your tax deductible donation.)
 Mail to: St. Francis School, C/O Friends of St. Francis, PO Box 250, Ellsworth, WI 54011

I/We would like to support St. Francis School by donating:

Name: 
I wish to remain anonymous.

Please remove me from your mailing list.

$100 $250 $500 $1,000 $2,500 $5,000 $10,000 Other:
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As our world becomes increasingly technology-dependent, 
St. Francis School is at the forefront of implementing cut-
ting-edge technology in student learning. 

Thanks to many generous donors during the 2020 St. Francis 
School Gala, our school was able to make exciting updates 
to technology throughout our building. 

With the addition of 30 new Chromebooks this fall, we cur-
rently boast a one-to-one ratio for our kindergarten through 
5th grade classes. These Chromebooks allow our teachers to 
cater to our students’ diverse learning styles within the class-
room as well as while students learn virtually from home.

In addition, we were able to provide our teachers with new 
laptops. Our teachers now can work from anywhere neces-
sary, including from their homes while they coordinate dis-
tance learning.

Our computer lab was also completely updated with new 
desktop computers. Our students utilize these during instruc-
tion from our technology specialist twice a week. With these 
new desktops, our students learn about digital citizenship, 
access educational programming, and complete standardized 
testing. 

All of our updated technology add a new dimension to 
learning and complement our teachers’ traditional teaching 
methods, allowing our students to be better prepared as they 
graduate from St. Francis School and move on to higher 
learning.  

Technology in Education

Recognizing a need in the community for early education, St. Francis now offers a preschool program. In its 
second year, the preschool program provides a unique educational experience to children in the Ellsworth 
area and is taught by an early childhood education specialist. This well-rounded curriculum is geared 

toward 3 year-olds and includes playtime, socialization, music, art, and reading. These young learners 
are gaining skills necessary for kindergarten readiness in a safe, comfortable, and nurturing environ-
ment at St. Francis.

The first year was a huge success, and word spread across the community. When the 
2020-2021 program was announced, all spots were quickly filled! This new pro-
gram enhances the education of the children in our community and increases the 
visibility of the school. Many families in the preschool program are new to St. Fran-
cis, so this has been a great opportunity to share our wonderful school with others.

WRAP-AROUND AND EAGLE’S NEST AFTER SCHOOL CARE

In addition to the preschool program, St. Francis offers after school care - available 
to all grades as young as preschool. Wrap-around begins at 11am and is available 

until 3:30pm. Eagle’s Nest opens at 3:30pm for preschool through 5th grade. Between 
wrap-around and Eagles Nest, working families can rely on safe, affordable, and consistent 

childcare at St. Francis. 

NEW Early Childhood Education Offered

Students at St. Francis are fortunate to receive an optimal 
educational experience with small class sizes, dedicated 
teachers, increased safety, and a connected community of 
teachers and families. Here are a few examples of the unique 
opportunities available to students at St. Francis: 

KINDERGARTEN AND 5TH GRADE BUDDY PROGRAM

The kindergarten and 5th grade mentorship program builds 
special friendships. Each fall students from both classes are 
paired together for various activities throughout the academic 
year; creating Christmas gingerbread houses, Easter baskets, 
reading together, and sitting next to each other during mass. 
Lead Teacher Kathy Swanson says, “Nothing is cuter than 
seeing 5th graders and kindergarteners sit together through 
mass.” It’s through the supportive kindness of their 5th grade 
buddies that kindergarteners grow their self-esteem and learn 
how to worship with their school community.

MOCK ELECTION

During the presidential election, students had the opportunity 
to participate in a mock election. They had to check-in with 
an election official, receive a ballot, privately vote, and then 
drop their ballot in the ballot box. This was a great opportu-
nity for students to learn about democracy, freedom, and the 
American election process. 

The St. Francis Difference
5TH GRADE FOOD PANTRY PROJECT

The 5th grade class sponsors an annual Holiday Food and 
Funds Drive to benefit the Ellsworth Food Pantry. This proj-
ect begins with an eye-opening “shopping” trip to Nilssen’s 
grocery store to try and budget for a week’s worth of food 
with only $35. This is a great lesson in money management 
and poverty awareness. The project ends with an amazing 
food drive to benefit our friends and neighbors in Ellsworth 
who may struggle during the holiday season, and won’t have 
a holiday dinner without the help of the St. Francis food 
drive. All grades are involved in the food drive so that an 
entire traditional holiday meal can be raised by the St. Fran-
cis School. Money is also accepted and will be used by the 
Ellsworth Food Pantry to provide the main course of this meal. 
Donations come into school until the second week of Decem-
ber, and then the 5th graders pack up all the food, load it on 
a school bus, and personally deliver it to the Ellsworth Food 
Pantry. This project is a lesson in love and human dignity. Our 
5th graders are forever changed and far more grateful for the 
blessings God has given to them and their families. 

In addition to an excellent education, St. Francis students are 
provided opportunities and lessons beyond the traditional 
classroom setting. This is what makes St. Francis so special. 

Like so many schools, St. Francis Elementary prepared for re-
turning students with major COVID-19 precautions in place. 
Although, unlike public schools, St. Francis prepared without 
state or federal funding.  

“We literally changed everything that was 
‘usual’ about our school day,” said Lead 

Teacher Kathy Swanson. “A lot needed to be 
organized to safely welcome back students.”

St. Francis School parents received a packet of COVID-19 
precautions, which included many accommodations for oper-
ating safely during a pandemic. Chuck Buckel, Kathy Swan-
son, Amy Matzek and several teachers serve on a committee 
to work out the details of such changes.

St. Francis welcomed back students and their parents in-per-
son during an individually scheduled, socially distanced 
“open house.” Students and teachers returned to their new 
normal in August. Thus far, virtual learning was utilized only 
for our third grade students for ten days in early November. 
All other classes have continued in-person learning since late 
summer.

The Changes for COVID

85 students

Preschool-5th grade

12 or less class size

$10,950 average cost per student

$2,500 average tuition per student

COVID-19 PRECAUTIONS

• All educators were provided face shields.

• Each teacher and administrator has a documented 
plan for working from home.

• Kindergarten, 3-YK, and 4-YK classrooms, and 
cafeteria had plexiglass partitions built by Chad 
Stevenson and Mike Lifto.

• Plexiglass dividers were also erected in the main 
office and bathrooms. 

• Volunteers are no longer allowed in the building. 

• Wrap around care and Eagle’s Nest moved into the 
Parish Hall to accommodate social distancing. 

• Automatic hand sanitizing stations were purchased 
for entry ways. 

• Recesses changed to lessen intermingling of class-
room cohorts, and indoor recesses are held within 
individual classrooms. 

All these provisions and more were compiled 
without extra funds and few staff members. A 
major undertaking for a small school. 

Did you know... Thanks to a generous foundation, tuition assistance grants are available to every family who 
needs financial aid to attend St. Francis School. This makes an education at St. Francis School available to everyone.   


