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LOCAL & STATE
SJ Schools’ business manager moving on
By JOHN MATUSZAK
HP Staff Writer

ST. JOSEPH — John 
Ruddell, St. Joseph Schools’ 
business manager since 
2008, is leaving his position 
to take a job with Jackson 
Public Schools.

Today is his last day on 
the job in St. Joseph. He 
was hired this month as ex-
ecutive director and chief 
fi nancial offi cer in Jackson 
and starts his new position 
next week.

Ruddell said the position 
is an opportunity to work 
in a larger district with more 
responsibility.

“I wasn’t looking hard, 
but I had my eyes open, and 
when the opportunity arose 

I jumped at it,” Ruddell 
said. 

In Jackson, he will man-
age fi nances for a district 
with more than 6,000 stu-
dents, 850 employees, two 
high schools, one middle 
school, and eight elementa-
ry schools. St. Joseph has 
about 2,800 students in fi ve 
buildings. The Jackson dis-
trict has an annual budget 
of $58.7 million, more than 
twice that of St. Joseph’s 
$28 million.

Ruddell, a certifi ed public 
accountant, has been re-
sponsible for managing the 
St. Joseph district’s fi nanc-
es, and has been involved in 
labor negotiations. He was 
also part of the team that 
oversaw the completion of 

a $38 million 
bond project 
that included 
e x t e n s i v e 
construction 
and renova-
tions at the 
high school.

“John pro-
vided tre-
m e n d o u s 
leadership over the building 
project and was instrumen-
tal in helping us to adopt a 
balanced budget for the 
2014-2015 school year – the 
fi rst one in fi ve years,” St. 
Joseph Superintendent Ann 
Cardon said. “He will be 
missed, and we wish him 
nothing but the best of luck 
in his new position.”

“We appreciate his years 

of service as Business Man-
ager here at St. Joseph Pub-
lic Schools. John provided 
keen oversight of our latest 
building project,” said 
school board President 
Amy Porritt-Peirce.

Ruddell said completing 
the bond project was one of 
his proudest accomplish-
ments in St. Joseph. It is the 
third major bond project he 
has overseen during his ca-
reer.

He said he is satisfi ed the 
district has improved its fi -
nancial stability during his 
tenure. When he started, the 
savings account equalled 
about 3.5 to 4.5 percent of 
yearly expenditures. Now it 
is 10 percent, he said.

Ruddell said he has been 

able to establish “harmoni-
ous relationships with all 
bargaining units,” negotiat-
ing multi-year labor agree-
ments with teachers and 
custodians.

Before being hired by St. 
Joseph, Ruddell worked for 
two other school districts, 
including Remus Chippewa 
Hills as director of fi nance. 
There he worked with Jeff  
Beal, who is now the super-
intendent of Jackson 
Schools.

Ruddell, who has bache-
lor’s and master’s degrees 
from Central Michigan 
University, worked in the 
private sector as a CPA be-
fore starting work with pub-
lic schools.

Ruddell’s wife, Jenna, is a 

secretary at Upton Middle 
School. They have three 
children in St. Joseph 
schools. Ruddell has refer-
eed high school football 
and basketball, and his wife 
coaches cheerleading.

Cardon said an interim 
fi nance director will start 
next week, and the district 
hopes to hire a full-time re-
placement by the fi rst or 
second week of October.

This is the latest high-
profi le departure from the 
district this year. Jeff Runser 
retired as high school prin-
cipal, effective Sept. 1. 
School board Treasurer 
Randy Reimers moved from 
the district earlier this year.

Contact: jmatuszak@theHP.com, 932-
0360, Twitter: @HPMatuszak
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A 1947 Pontiac Streamliner, owned by Armin Schultz of Coloma, is among dozens of cars on display during the Ralph 
Kitron Collector Car Cruise-In on Wednesday along Lake Boulevard in St. Joseph. The show honors Kitron, a St. Joseph 
inventor and tinkerer who died this year.

CRUISIN’ FOR KITRON
BENTON TWP.

LMC reaches 
labor deals
By RALPH HEIBUTZKI
H-P Correspondent

BENTON TOWNSHIP 
— Lake Michigan Col-
lege’s faculty and facilities 
unions have new agree-
ments that provide 1 to 2.5 
percent salary increases 
and better defi ned perfor-
mance benchmarks.

Board members unani-
mously signed off Tuesday 
on contracts with the LMC 
Education Association and 
Facilities Workers Union. 
The deals meet two major 
goals, LMC President Bob 
Harrison said.

“These agreements help 
us recognize the important 
contributions of these em-
ployee groups to the deliv-
ery of high-quality educa-
tion while remaining fi scally 
conservative in planning 
for the future,” Harrison 
said.

LMC’s vice president of 
administrative service, 
Anne Erdman, said that 
the new contracts allowed 
both sides to satisfy their 
respective goals.

“We both were coming 
from a direction of trying 
to be fi scally conservative, 
and also, to create a better 
communication on both 
sides – and I think that re-
ally worked,” she said after 
the board meeting.

Both unions ratifi ed their 
new deals earlier this 
month.

The new four-year facul-
ty contract runs from July 1 
to June 30, 2018, and calls 
for raises of about 1 to 2.5 
percent per year, based on 
step increases, according to 
a college news release.

The facilities contract is 
a fi ve-year deal, running 
from July 1 through June 
30, 2019. Members get no 
wage increase during the 
fi rst year, followed by in-
creases of 2 to 2.5 percent 

during the remaining years, 
the release said.

The faculty and facilities 
unions have 59 and 20 
members, respectively, 
whose performance stan-
dards also underwent some 
changes, Erdman said.

“In both cases, they 
worked to create more 
meaningful evaluations for 
themselves. In the faculty 
case, it’s extremely goal-
oriented, and measured,” 
Erdman said. “In the case 
of the facility contract, it is 
skill-oriented, where there 
are layers of skills that 
they’ll retain in their re-
spective classifi cations.”

Negotiations went 
smoothly overall, Erdman 
said before the vote.

“They came to the (bar-
gaining) table early, before 
we even started negotiating 
– and started talking 
through the issues – rather 
than it being a back and 
forth. That made it a lot 
easier on all of us,” she 
said.

Vice President Paul Ber-
gan said he appreciated the 
work that went into the ne-
gotiations.

“I’m glad to have it 
passed, and start the school 
year with this behind us,” 
he said.

Trustee Stephen Small 
agreed, saying, “I also ap-
preciate the new attitude 
that seems to be appearing 
at the bargaining table.”

Both sides spent most of 
the summer working in a 
collaborative spirit on both 
contracts, Harrison said.

“I think they’re good for 
members of the unions, as 
well as the college, and the 
students. We’re pleased that 
we were able to come to an 
agreement, and extend the 
contract periods. It was a 
good tone, (with) good sug-
gestions from both sides,” 
he said.

Fired worker sues Cornerstone

By JULIE SWIDWA
HP Staff Writer

GRAND RAPIDS — A 
Coloma woman who was 
fi red from Cornerstone Al-
liance about a year ago is 
suing the organization for 
wrongful termination.

Reyna Price’s lawsuit al-
leges the economic devel-
opment organization vio-
lated the Americans With 
Disabilities Act by fi ring 
her in part because of  her 
need to care for her dis-
abled 7-year-old daughter.

The suit was fi led Aug. 6 
in U.S. District Court by 
Price’s lawyer, William F. 

Piper of  Portage, Mich. 
Cornerstone Alliance has 
not yet fi led an answer, ac-
cording to court records. 

Cornerstone Alliance 
President Victoria Pratt 
was not immediately avail-
able for comment Wednes-
day.

Price was hired at Cor-
nerstone in February 2009 
as a resource development 
coordinator, and was fi red 
Sept. 19, 2013. 

Price has a child with 
Dravet syndrome, a severe 
form of  epilepsy. 

According to Price’s law-
suit, she was sometimes 
needed in an emergency or 
on short notice and it had 
never interfered with her 
ability to perform her job 
effectively. 

Shortly after the organi-
zation hired a new presi-

dent in 2013, Price was 
told that she was to eat, 
sleep and breathe econom-
ic development 24 hours a 
day and “stop acting like a 
victim,” the lawsuit al-
leges.

The suit further alleges 
that Prices was criticized, 
in writing, for her atten-
tion to her daughter’s 
needs and was told to not 
discuss her personal life 
with fellow employees. 

Price also was pressured 
to attend nonessential 
weekend and after-hour 
duties without compensa-
tion, and was told that job 
descriptions no longer gov-
erned, though her position 
was funded through feder-
al grants that depended on 
a job description, the suit 
alleges.

The lawsuit further al-

leges that on Sept. 19, 
2013, Price was again told 
to “stop acting like a vic-
tim” and was told that 
Cornerstone Alliance was 
“a business, not a family.” 
She was fi red that same 
day, according to the law-
suit. 

The suit is asking for eq-
uitable relief, including re-
instatement or front pay; 
legal relief, including com-
pensation for loss of  in-
come and benefi ts now and 
in the future; compensa-
tion for intangible damag-
es suffered in the past and 
the future; punitive dam-
ages; recoverable interest; 
attorney’s fees and any 
other relief  the court deems 
fair and just.

Contact: jswidwa@TheHP.com, 932-
0359, Twitter: @HPSwidwa

Woman alleges 
violations of  
disabilities law
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The tradition continues

By DEBRA HAIGHT
HP Correspondent

DOWAGIAC — It’s 
been nearly three decades 
since the Pokagon Band of 
the Potawatomi members 
began gathering for a har-
vest celebration over Labor 
Day weekend.

And they will be at it 
again Saturday and Sun-
day for the 29th annual 

Kee-Boon-Mein-Kaa Pow 
Wow at the band’s Rodgers 
Lake headquarters.

As has been the case in 
recent years, the pow wow 
blends traditional singing, 
dancing and culture with 
dance contests that draw 
Indians from throughout 
the Midwest. Vendors will 
be on hand to sell native 
art, jewelry, crafts and 
drums and traditional 
food.

It is open to all.
The pow wow is at 58620 

Sink Road south of Dowa-
giac. Admission and park-
ing are free and the gates 

open Saturday and Sunday 
at 10 a.m.

The grand entries of 
dancers are set for 1 and 6 
p.m. Saturday and noon 
Sunday. The grand entries 
mark the formal start of 
dancing and singing.

In a pre-pow wow event, 
Pokagon Band women will 
take part in the seventh an-
nual Women’s Water Walk 
on Friday, starting with a 
sunrise ceremony and a 15-
mile walk to Rodgers Lake. 
Protecting the water is a 
traditional responsibility 
of native women, and the 
women walk and pray for 

the waters of the Pokagon 
Band’s homeland.

The annual pow wow is a 
renewal of the Potawato-
mi’s traditional gathering 
to mark the end of the 
huckleberry season. Kee-
Boon-Mein-Kaa literally 
means “we quit picking.” 
The pow wow continues to 
be a time for people to 
gather, dance, sing and 
share their culture with 
each other and with the 
public.

People can fi nd out more 
about the pow wow on the 
www.pokagonpowwow.
com website.

Pokagons celebrate 
their  traditions 
with pow wow

BERRIEN COUNTY TRIAL COURT

Plea deal follows 
Buchanan dog attack

By DEBRA HAIGHT
HP Correspondent

NILES — A Buchanan 
woman has agreed to have 
her dog destroyed in ex-
change for three tickets be-
ing dismissed against her. 

Sade Blackwell owned 
two pit bulldogs that killed 
a cat and a smaller dog be-

fore a Buchanan police of-
fi cer shot and killed one of 
her dogs. The incident oc-
curred Aug. 2.

Blackwell agreed to the 
plea deal Tuesday afternoon 
in Berrien County Trial 
Court. Assistant Prosecu-
tor Mark Sanford said he 
agreed to dismiss the three 
tickets – two for dog at large 
and one for unlicensed dog 
– if  Blackwell agreed to not 
contest action by Berrien 
County Animal Control to 

Dog to be destroyed 
in exchange for 
ticket dismissal

See DOG ATTACK, page B2


