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Fall Sports 
Highlights

2015 HIGHLIGHTS

1 Nixa School Board earned the MSBA 2015 
Outstanding Board of Education Award for School 
Finance as well as the Governance Team Award.

2 District’s average annual attendance rate is 96.1% 
compared to the state of Missouri’s rate of 93.3%.

3 Successful implementation of the new infant/toddler 
program, Little Eagles Landing.

4 The District Registration Center opened fall of 2015. It 
was completed by Mr. Hulburt’s Building Trades class.

5 The Missouri State Highway Patrol conducted its annual 
inspection. Total school district fl eet is 39 buses and each 
bus scored 100%.

6 JROTC Leadership Team fi nished 12th in the world out 
of 1,700 Army JROTC programs at the Leadership Bowl 
in Washington, D.C.
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t’s been said that children learn best 
from other children.

This philosophy is one of the 
founding principles of Nixa’s 
Early Childhood Special Education 

preschool role model program, where 
children with special needs are paired 
with typically developing children to help 
learn real-world life skills from same-age 
peers within the classroom.

“It’s intended to teach social skills, how 
to follow directions, age-appropriate play,” 
said Early Childhood Program principal 
Lara Wilbur. “Right now we know kids 
learn best from one another. I think that’s 
true because sometimes kids can word 
things to their level. Teachers may be 
saying it one way and kids can say it a 
different way and present that to the 
other kids. I think they relate better to 
each other.”

The concept is to have role models 
demonstrate play skills and to model ap-
propriate speech, language and behavior 
for children with special needs.

“The role models help the special 
education children immensely,” Early 
Childhood Program teacher Susie Rupp 
said. “They want to help others do better 
and explore. Just the other day, I saw one 
of my students really struggling with writ-
ing their name and the child sitting next 
to them leaned over and tried to help by 
physically guiding with their hand over 
the student’s hand. Examples like that 
happen everyday.”

But it’s not just the children with special 
needs who are learning from the interac-

The preschool role model program 
at the Early Childhood Center has 
proven to be mutually benefi cial 
for both role models and children 
with special needs.

Helping hands

Article and photos by 
DON ABERNATHY 
Headliner News

Program uses same-age peers to 
model speech, language and behavior 
for children with special needs.
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“It’s intended to teach 
social skills, how to 
follow directions, age-
appropriate play. Right 
now we know kids learn 
best from one another.”

Lara Wilbur 
Early Childhood  

Program principal 

tion. The role models are gaining real-world knowledge 
and learning valuable social skills as well.

“It’s developed into something bigger than we ever 
imagined,” Wilbur said. “Our peers are gaining so much 
more than we ever would have thought and academical-
ly they are still getting their needs met. The needs of our 
role model children are just as important as the needs of 
our special education students. They are not just there 
to serve a purpose.”

For role model students like Aubrey Jennings, the les-
sons she’s learning go far beyond academics.

“She’s excited to go to school everyday and I think 
she’s learning a lot about patience,” Aubrey’s mother, 
Kara Jennings, said. “She will mention to me through her 
stories that ‘we’re not quite there yet.’ But by the fourth 
or fifth story they may have achieved their goal, so I think 
she understands that we’re all different in our learning. 
She’s learning patience by being a leader and not being 
able to teach something the first time.”

Aubrey’s patience and persistence ultimately helped a 
classmate take a huge step in developing crucial com-
munication skills.

“We had a little girl with special needs come to Au-
brey’s birthday party and her father thanked us, because 
prior to that year his daughter was not speaking,” Kara 

Liam Meadow, left, Westin Kitchen and paraprofessional 
Susan Jenkins enjoy a laugh while coloring felt snowmen 
at the Early Childhood Center Jan. 11.

Helping hands
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Jennings said. “More than halfway through that year she 
was speaking and he said Aubrey had contributed to that. 
He was very thankful. It was really neat to see how peer 
models are helping the special needs children make friends 
and speak clearly and learn through play.”

The role model program began in August 2014 with 
34 preschool students. More than a year later, it has 46 
students with special needs and 41 role models. The 
program continues to expand and new preschool students 
are being screened for placement all year. Any parent who 
has concerns about their child no matter how old they are, 
is encouraged to contact principal Lara Wilbur at (417) 
724-4050 for a screening.

“It’s all about kindergarten readiness for any child that 
walks through that door in my opinion,” Executive Direc-
tor of Special Education Karen McKnight said. “We want 
our students with disabilities to be just as ready to go to 
kindergarten as our typical students. We want them to be 
able to follow classroom rules and learn procedures and 
have a love for learning and a love for coming to school 
everyday. The earlier we expose kids to a preschool setting, 
the better prepared they will be for school. I don’t know that 
our expectations are any different for our special education 
students as they are for a typical student.”

The program also stresses inclusion of every student, 
with no differentiation made between role models and 

Above left: The ECC’s role 
model program stresses 
inclusion of every student, 
with no differentiation made 
between role models and those 
with special needs.

Above right: Nixa Early 
Childhood Program teacher 
Susie Rupp teaches real-world 
knowledge and valuable social 
skills to both role models and 
special needs students through 
the role model program.
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those with special needs.
“Through my daughter, I have learned how children are 

so accepting, especially at the ages of 3 and 4 and I really 
appreciate the fact that she’s accepting of all her class-
mates,” Kara Jennings said. “She doesn’t look at differences 
or needs, she just makes friends and that has been so neat 
to see.”

Academically teachers in the program challenge and push 
all students to go further no matter their role.

“They challenge everyone,” Kara Jennings said. “I don’t feel 
like Aubrey has been held back at all, which was a concern 
by some when the program started. Just her coming home 
and telling us stories about what she’s learning shows us 
that she’s enjoying the education process.”

The program has proven in its early stages that a role 
model and special-needs relationship can be mutually ben-
eficial by keeping students with their peers.

“It allows a more inclusive environment for all our stu-
dents,” McKnight said. “I think that’s important because 
that’s what our society is for us, it’s an inclusive society. 
When they get into their kindergarten classrooms and their 
schooling from here on out, they’re going to be a part of the 
regular education classroom. We’re really not all that differ-
ent when it comes down to it. The best way to educate kids 
in my opinion is to keep them with their like peers as much 
as possible. They just want to be like their friends.”

“It allows a more 
inclusive environment 
for all our students. I 
think that’s important 
because that’s what 
our society is for us, it’s 
an inclusive society.”

Karen McKnight 
Executive Director  

of Special Education
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Nixa School District

The Nixa Board of Education has 
approved an April 5 no-tax-levy-
increase bond issue for various 
projects. The tax-levy will not change 
from its current rate of $4.30 if the 
Bond Issue passes or fails.  

The approval of the bond Issue 
would allow the district to access 
funds to complete the following 
projects:

• Purchase devices to implement 
one-to-one technology access for 
students in all grades. The device 
selection would be made after the 
passage of the no-tax-levy-increase 

bond issue.
• At Nixa Junior High there would 

be roofing upgrades, restroom 
upgrades, classroom completion, 
bleachers in the FEMA gym, air and 
heating upgrades and completion of 
various projects in the FEMA gym 
that were not completed in the 2014 
bond issue.

• At Espy Elementary, the school 
would receive a new entrance and 
various interior needs like paint, tile, 
and other repairs and renovations.

• Century Elementary would re-
ceive roofing repairs.

• Mathews Elementary would 
receive bleachers in the FEMA gym.

Board seeking no-tax-levy increase bond
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OZARK CANDIDATE FORUM:

The Headliner News is hosting a candidate forum for 

the Ozark mayoral and Ward 3 races at 7 p.m. March 19 at 

The O.C. The public is encouraged to attend. 

FBIinvestigatessheriff
AMELIA WIGTONHeadliner News

The FBI is conducting an “official criminal investigation”

into Christian County Sheriff Joey Kyle and the Sheriff’s

Department.The Headliner News confirmed, through

Sunshine Law requests, that the federal

agency asked for documents from the

Christian County Treasurer’s Office as well

as the Christian County Clerk’s Office.
“Pursuant to an official criminal investi-

gation being conducted by the federal

grand jury for the Western District of

Missouri, your office has received a sub-

poena requiring the production of certain

records,” according to information provided by Clerk Kay

Brown’s office.

Kyle says he has nothing to hide.

KYLE

Nixa daycareteacheraccused ofchild abuse
AMBER DURANHeadliner News

Megan Harris had been worried about her son Caleb’s

daycare since mid-November when she arrived early to

pick him up and found him locked in a crib for time-out.

She got the feeling he had been there awhile, she said.

Harris was even in the process of finding a new day-

care, when the unthinkable happened. 

A 46-year-old Nixa woman was arrested Jan. 9 for

allegedly physically abusing 2-year-old Caleb Jan. 8 at
Ready Set Learn Daycare in Nixa.

The alleged abuse was reported
by former daycare worker Ashley
Hicks, who said she witnessed
the abuse and reported it to the
owner, Jodi Schmitt.“I saw (the employee) pick up

the child by his hands and tear
him across the room, and she
flung him in the chair by the
bathroom and ... she put her
hand around his neck,” Hicks
said. 

Hicks said she then told other
coworkers what she saw, and they
told her she needed to tell
Schmitt. 

After informing Schmitt of the incident, Hicks, who had

worked at the daycare for only about three weeks at the

time, said the owner’s response was not what she expect-

ed.
“All she said was ‘Thank you for letting me know.’ She

didn’t ask any questions and that was it. So after work, I

went and filed a police report, and then I hotlined it,”

Hicks said, adding that she was trained at the daycare to

hotline possible abuse.As a result of the hotline, the Missouri Department of

Social Services conducted an investigation of the inci-

dent about a week after it occurred. 
Social services reported that “sufficient evidence to

support Caleb’s injury was received as a result of (the sus-

pect’s) actions” in a Feb. 24 letter to the parents — Megan

There 
is no

compassionthere. There
is zero

remorse.”
Megan HarrisNixa mother

“
Home. 
The word brings many things to mind — family,

warmth, safety — but it’s a word that carries a whole

new meaning for 17-year-old Kim Runnels.

Home used to be wherever she could find a place to

crash for the night — couch to couch, stranger’s home

to stranger’s home — but never a place to call her own.

It wasn’t a happy word. But Kim wanted more. “I’ve always wanted to do what I wanted to do,” Kim

says. 
And so she did. She graduated from Sparta High

School in December, one semester early, and recently

enlisted in the Marine Corps. 
She has her own apartment and things are looking

up.
Kim is breaking the cycle of poverty in her life, but it

wasn’t a fight she did on her own. 

HOME SWEET HOME: Kim Runnels, 17, recently graduated high school and heads to boot camp for the Marines in

April. Runnels spent nearly a year homeless.  

Findingfreedom
frompoverty ishard work,but possible.

FACES OF POVERTY

Article and photos by Amber Duran • Headliner News
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see ABUSE page 10A

see CYCLE page 5A
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ELECTION GUIDE: From ballot issues to Q&As

with candidates in contested races, the election

guide has everything you need to know before

heading to the polls April 7. Page 9-14A

SPRING SPORTS: Team 

photos, schedules and rosters

for Christian County varsity

teams. Page 2-8B

State files more drug charges

against Sparta man.

AMBER DURAN

Headliner News

The state has filed more charges against the Sparta man

who was charged with four counts of first-degree murder

following the Feb. 20 killing of three adults,

one of them pregnant.

On March 10, Brian D. Williams, 25, was

charged with possession of a controlled

substance and unlawful use of drug para-

phernalia, linked to a Jan. 17 incident filed

by the Ozark Police Department.

This follows three drug charges relating

to a meth lab discovered in December and

four counts of first-degree murder, four

counts of armed criminal action, one count of tampering

with a motor vehicle and one count of theft/stealing of a

firearm.
Williams waved formal arraignment for the charges linked

to the Feb. 20 shooting deaths of three Ozark residents —

James Marsh, 27, Casey Maples, 26, and Christina Winden,

40 — and one unborn baby. The crime occurred at the 4400

block of North Fremont Road at the Starlight Mobile Home

Park near Ozark.

Williams did not appear in court at the March 17 hearing

in front of Judge Douglas Bacon. But his attorney, according

to court documents, waived formal arraignment of the new

drug charges.

Williams is set to appear for a preliminary hearing on all

charges at 10 a.m. June 1.

amberd@ccheadliner.com

Williams

prelim slated

June 1

WILLIAMS

AMBER DURAN

Headliner News

Nixa’s Early Childhood Center is coming up on

its one-year anniversary in August. But while a cel-

ebration of the program’s success is sure to ensue,

a possible state-funding issue could put a damper

on the festivities. 

Superintendent Stephen Kleinsmith said the

facility’s lease was paid in full for a year by the

Missouri Department of Elementary and

Secondary Education, but discussions are under-

way to change the way the state funds the early

learning program. 

Nixa’s early learning program houses a child-

hood special education program and a pre-kinder-

garten role model program. It serves children 3

years old to pre-kindergarten and opened at the

beginning of August last year. 

A cut in funding could mean the school would

have to pay a larger lease on the building. 

“I don’t see that happening,” Kleinsmith said.

“There is plenty of time for a reasonable solution

between now and then.”

The issue, however, is not between the school

and DESE, rather DESE and the building’s devel-

oper Curtis Jared.

Jared said, for now, it’s a wait-

ing game. 

“When these proposed rule

changes come up, all you can

do is wait ... You got to wait and

see if they are even going to

pass it,” Jared said.

The change DESE is propos-

ing involves changing the fund-

ing formula for the early education program, not

just at Nixa, but statewide, Jared said. 

Though DESE is still in a “comment period” on

the issue, Jared said it is looking at numbering the

children in the program, then taking into account

the square feet per child and calculating what it

thinks the county’s average rental rates are. DESE

would then take 80 percent of that average and

apply it back to the facility.

But Jared said it’s not that simple, at least at the

Nixa facility. 

“The facility is more customized and specialized

than an average rental space,” Jared said. 

Nixa School’s ECC may see state funding cut

a r m

weath-

er is here and

synonymously so is

the spring sports sea-

son. Parks systems like

The O.C. and Nixa Parks

and Recreation are prepar-

ing to start sports programs. 

Kids enjoying athletics in

the warm spring weather is

good, healthy fun. However,

local parents Keith and

Teresa Mills want to make

sure that fun is also safe

and they encourage other

parents to do the same.

“Are you checking

your coaches?”Keith

Mills said. “It

makes no

s e n s e

why you wouldn’t.”

Last fall, Keith Mills said

he and his wife enrolled their

son in The O.C. football league. 

“My boys have played sports with

both the Ozark and Nixa parks depart-

ments,” Teresa Mills said. “My 12-year-old

has played football through Ozark Parks for

several years and we’ve always had pleasant

experiences with his coaches. This year was the

exception.”

The assistant coach had what Keith Mills

called an “odd reaction”to Teresa Mills

pulling their son out of practice early

one day. The couple did a little dig-

ging and discovered the man had

dirt on his record. They contacted

the parks department and were

concerned to find that back-

ground checks were not run on

assistant coaches. 

They relocated their son to

the Nixa Parks football team and

went through a similar situation

there, as well. 

“All we would like to see is that, if

someone is going to be in a position,

they have a background check,” Keith

Mills said. “If they are not cleared, as unfor-

tunate as we believe it is, we should make sure

they aren’t interacting with children.”

Because coaches are so involved in children’s

lives, knowing a coach’s record is clean is a

legitimate concern, Keith Mills said.

Coaches, said Nixa Parks and Recreation

director Matt Crouse, are important to

the park system, as well.

“They are the livelihood of that

program,” Crouse said.

The O.C.’s sports super-

visor Phil Montgomery

added that

coach-

es are few

and far

between. Yet, that

doesn’t allow for flip-

pancy in selection.

“We do not have a ton of

people who volunteer to

coach,” Montgomery said.

“We’re still selective. We don’t

take somebody who has a bad,

bad, bad situation, but we

struggle in a lot of sports and

have to do a lot of begging and

pleading to get people to

coach.”
The O.C. Director

Samantha Payne said the

hiring process for head

coaches begins with

Curve BallIs your child’s coach who you think?

Background checks on city coaches 

raise concern with parents.

W

BY HANNA SMITH • HEADLINER NEWS

Showcase Ozark

Will we see you at the Ozark Chamber

of Commerce annual business expo

March 28? Page 15-16A

file photo

The Nixa Early Childhood Center opened in August 2014.

KLEINSMITH

see NIXA page 14A

see BALL

page 14A
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Board seeking no-tax-levy increase bond

46
18

19
b

• Inman Intermediate would receive 
roofing repairs and bleachers in the 
FEMA gym.

• Summit Intermediate and High 
Pointe Elementary would have ad-
ditional classroom space completed 
to accommodate growth at those 
schools.

• Nixa High School would receive 
additional parking spaces, exterior 
repairs, as well as a new sound sys-
tem in the theater and the comple-
tion of projects in the FEMA safe 
room not completed in the 2014 
bond issue.

Across the district there would also 
be various parking spaces completed 

as well as upgrades to some parking 
lot lighting. The district would also 
use funds to have the high school 
building trades class construct a 
building to be used for district sur-
plus and storage.

The district also has additional 
projects that would be completed 
with the no-tax-levy-increase bond 
issue money if funding allows.

For more information, please 
contact superintendent Dr. Stephen 
Kleinsmith at (417) 875-5400 or 
skleinsmith@nixaschools.net, get 
in touch with any Nixa Board of  
Education member, or visit www.
nixabondissue.net.
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Nixa School District

As Nixa moves closer to fully implementing 
the CONNECTED initiative, the district is 
excited to keep the community updated 

on the progress and the changes taking place.
“CONNECTED is fi rst and foremost a focus 

on researched-based instructional strategies 
that support the individualized learning of our 
students,” Dr. Josh Chastain stated. “We are 
connecting our teachers and students with the 
tools (technology) that maximize the learning of 
our students.”

While the focus might seem to be on tech-
nology, the main focus of the initiative is how 
teachers teach. Teaching must adapt to the way 
students learn and grow. If schools continue 
down the same path educating with forced 

memorization, students are not ready for a 
world that demands innovative thinking, col-
laboration and communication. However, this 
must still go along with and support the basics 
of reading, writing and arithmetic that are just 
as important.

“With how our students interact with the 
world, it is important that we have the CON-
NECTED initiative. Our kids have grown up 
connected to the world from the time they were 
babies, and now it’s the right time that they ‘do 
school’ with the right tools and are taught in a 
way that prepares them for their future,” said 
Mike Copeland, board member.

With these changes, the district has been 
providing and will continue to provide train-
ing for teachers and staff for the four years of 
implementation of the CONNECTED initiative. 

photos courtesy of the Nixa School District 
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Initiative helps teachers 
teach how students learn, grow.

The main focus of this training is making sure 
teachers are teaching the way the students 
learn and in ways and using tools that will get 
them to think and process information.

“This initiative will provide our students with 
an additional set of life skills that will help carry 
them into a bright future, regardless of their 
career or college choices,” said Dr. Stephen 
Kleinsmith, superintendent.

One of the main questions the district re-
ceives is if this change is because of the 
district’s desire to provide students with digital 
devices. Changing the way students are taught 
is not at all dependent on technology integra-
tion. Teachers must support all students with 
the most up-to-date researched-based instruc-
tional strategies that show how students learn. 
Technology is a tool that broadens the scope 

and depth of learning and allows the students 
to personalize that learning.

“We have learned that technology is most 
effective if it’s just a tool to be used in active 
learning, not the concentration of the learning,” 
David Liss, executive director of technology, 
said.

“I appreciate the way the district has taken 
the slow approach to the initiative; like get-
ting into the pool via the steps and not jumping 
directly into the deep end,” Copeland said. “We 
set out a plan a few years ago and worked up 
to where we are today, but not without making 
sure the staff were well trained through much 
professional development and planning. We 
have done this ‘the Nixa way.’”

For more information on CONNECTED, go to 
www.nixaconnected.net.
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Demographics

Nixa Public School District

Demographic  
study addresses  

economic development, 
population, infrastructure.

SLOW AND STEADY

No matter how you look at it, enroll-
ment in the Nixa Public School 
system is growing. It may not 

be growing at the same rapid rate it 
expanded in the 2000s, but it is in fact 
becoming larger each year.

The demographic study presented by 
Preston Smith, owner of Business Infor-
mation Services, LLC of Blue Springs, 
showed upward trends in enrollment 
over then next 10 years. Smith said 
the growth rate could be as high as 12 
percent and as low as 4 percent over 
that time.

“If the economy stays the same, Nixa 
will see a growth of about 8 percent, to 
about 6,300 students by 2025,” Smith 
said during a December Koffee With 
Kleinsmith meeting. “What we have 
found is that the district is going to grow 
quite a bit slower than what we thought 
back in 2011. We projected the district 
enrollment would top 7,000 students by 
the year 2021, but that’s not going to 
happen. The slowdown in the economy 
has had a greater effect than we antici-
pated.”

Current NPS enrollment is just under 
6,100 students.

Other factors that have an effect on 
the district’s growth include variables 
like birth rate, new jobs, age of the city’s 
population and the quality of city and 
county infrastructure.

“We can handle slow growth very well,” 
Nixa Schools Superintendent Stephen 
Kleinsmith said. “In fact, if I could wave a 
magic wand, I would ask for an increase 
over the next five years, but not a fast 
increase. We could handle that type of 
enrollment growth over the next three 

or four years at least without having to 
add another new school. It may sound 
strange, but it’s a blessing that we’re 
growing, but slowly so.”

ECONOMIC GROWTH
The study found a “near-perfect statis-

tical relationship” between the number 
of new jobs in Christian County and 
increased enrollment. Data suggests that 
seven new workers in the county results 
in one new student enrolled in Nixa 
schools.

“The relationship of those numbers 
is nearly 98 percent perfect, which is 
unbelievable,” Smith said.

Economic development is the life 
blood for the school district for the next 
few years, as the data shows the district 
growth is in direct relationship with new 
jobs. 

“That’s why we are focused on eco-
nomic development as a community,” 
Kleinsmith said. “(Nixa City Administra-
tor) Brian Bingle and his staff work very 
closely on this with the fire district, the 
school system and the county because 
it’s vital in so many ways.”

BIRTH RATE
Smith said an estimated 1,300-1,400 

more child-bearing aged women will 
be living in the district over the next 10 
years but the number of children will go 
down by about 800-900.

“The birth rate is the weakest it’s 
been in 10 years here,” Smith said. “It 
has dropped 15 percent since 2010 
and that’s a big slowdown. When the 
bad economy hit, people decided they 
couldn’t afford to have more babies.”

AGING POPULATION
Smith’s study indicated that age groups 

over 55 years are increasing at a rate 
twice that of the state average. Between 
2000-2010, the 67-69 age range in the 
district grew over 85 percent, while the 
state growth for that same age range 
grew just 3 percent. During that same 
time frame, age groups 55-66 years old 
grew over 100 percent in the district 
compared to just over 40 percent state-
wide.

“This is quite an anomaly to have that 
kind of increase in those age groups,” 
Smith said. “Families moved out here 
in the early ‘90s and now their children 
have graduated and they are empty-
nesters. Others are moving here because 
they have a connection to their grandchil-
dren.”

The down side to this data means an 
increasing number of people don’t have a 
connection with the district through their 

by DON ABERNATHY 
Headliner News 

“It may sound strange, but 
it’s a blessing that we’re 
growing, but slowly so.”

Stephen Kleinsmith
Nixa Schools Superintendent 
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children, which could make it more difficult 
to pass bond and levy issues.

“Nixa needs to show the aging popula-
tion the district has value,” Smith said. “One 
way is to mail them a quarterly maga-
zine about the district, offer seniors free 
classes on technology, travel or retirement. 
Bring them to the buildings and show 
them the district appreciates them and 
gives back.”

INFRASTRUCTURE
The study shows a need for infrastruc-

ture investment over the next 5-10 years 
to improve roads and reduce traffic. An 
estimated 10 percent of residents have 
commutes more than 45 minutes and 
roughly 18 percent of residents leave for 
work before 6:30 a.m. Only Marshfield and 

Sparta residents have longer commutes. 
Kleinsmith suggests contacting state and 
federal representatives to ask for help in 
infrastructure, referencing the old adage 
that “the squeaky wheel gets the grease.”

“We need to start squeaking a little bit 
with the state and federal government,” 
Kleinsmith said. “The federal government 
just passed an infrastructure bill and we 
hope some of that money trickles down to 
the states and certainly into our commu-
nity in particular because we have some 
serious needs when it comes to roads and 
bridges. That money needs to get down 
to our level much like the FEMA shelter 
money did.” 

Many in attendance pointed to the aging 
bridges and limited capacity of the roads 
in Nixa as well as the county as the cause 

for slow economic growth. 
“Are we not growing the infrastructure 

because we don’t have the commercial 
properties coming online as fast as we 
want them to? Or are commercial busi-
nesses not coming to Nixa because of our 
current infrastructure?” Kleinsmith asked. 
“I’m not sure which is the case, but it is the 
case and it’s a major factor in Nixa’s cur-
rent rate of growth.”

Smith suggested the city ask voters for 
higher sales taxes, tying them to police, 
fire and safety issues. 

“As voters we all need to support a 
bright future, because we’ve had such a 
bright past,” Kleinsmith said. “We owe our 
next generation a bright future by making 
wise decisions with the resources that we 
spend.”

Don Abernathy/Headliner News

Nixa School Superintendent Stephen Kleinsmith, standing left, welcomes guests during his introduction of Preston Smith, seated far left, 
owner of Business Information Systems. Smith presented his 10-year demographic study about Nixa Public School’s projected growth rate.



14          THE NEST   NIXA PUBLIC SCHOOLS MAGAZINE SPRING 2016

Meeting the basic needs of students so they can learn is 
the main focus of Care to Learn. Nixa’s chapter has been 
busy fi lling that need and is inviting the community to help it 
continue its mission.

The major way that Nixa can help is through the Backpack 
Buddy Program. Community members can adopt a student 
for a year for $200, which covers the cost of a backpack of 
food each week for that child. These go to students who need 
it on the weekend since many times the only meals children re-

ceive are breakfast and lunch at school and go home to 
empty cabinets. On average, Nixa has over 200 students 
who need backpacks each year. This school year Care 
to Learn had about 50 backpacks sponsored, so there 
is still a great need.

For more information 
or to help with any of 
the events or needs, 

contact Annie Zimmerman 
at anniezimmerman@

nixaschools.net or (417) 724-
3592 or visit www.

caretolearnfund.
org/nixa/.

Care to Learn
What you need to 

know to get involved, 
help a child in need.

This June will be 
the annual Sertoma 

Duck Race. Be on 
the lookout for 

your chance to buy 
a duck to support 

Nixa Care to Learn. 
Sponsors for the 

event are also 
needed.

Coming up on April 23, Care 
to Learn will partner with the 
Nixa Band Boosters for a Car 
Show fundraiser benefi ting 

both organizations. The event 
will take place at Nixa High 

School and have various 
categories for cars to compete 
in, as well as a silent auction 

and many other activities.

This fall Care to Learn will launch Boots and 
Bling — its fi rst big event in the Nixa commu-

nity. This night will be a great night of fun, food 
and music by the Mark Chapman band. Tick-
ets will go on sale in the coming months and 

the number of tickets will be limited. Sponsors 
for this event are also needed.
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Glenn Scott
20 questions with ...Let’s pLay

Nixa School 
Board secretary

• Years on school board: 30

• What historical 
figure do you most 
identify with? Ronald 
Reagan has always 
been my hero. 

• Favorite smell: Popcorn, when it’s popping

• If you could travel 
anywhere in the world, 
where would you go? 
I’ve always wanted to go 
to Switzerland.

• What’s 
something you’ve 
always wanted 
to do but never 
have: I’ve always 
wanted to have 
enough money 
to own a decent-
sized airplane. I’ve 
always wanted a 
P51 Mustang.

• Favorite sport to watch:  Football and basketball, about even

• Where did you grow 
up? Nelsonville, Ohio

• Favorite movie: I’ve seen “Sands of Iwo Jima” 
the most. But really anything John Wayne is in.

• Favorite food: 
Pork roast with 
mashed potatoes and 
all the trimmings

• Were you ever in the military? I was a weapons 
instructor in the Marine Corps from 1957-63.

• Do you collect anything? 
Elephants. I have a couple hundred of them.

• Last book 
you read: 
“Killing Patton”

• Do you like to fish? Yes. And I don’t 
care if I catch a fish or not.

• What do you do in your spare time? I spend 
as much time as I can with my grandkids. I have 
nine total and three are in school here in Nixa.

• When did you retire? 2007

• Why did you move to Nixa? I was unhappy with 
the violence in California and with my job. I was 
concerned about my kids. I opened a business 
here called Trinity Mold and Manufacturing.

• What are you most proud of accomplishing 
while on school board. Hiring Dr. Kleinsmith and 
increasing the bonding capacity from 10 percent 
to 15 percent in the mid ‘90s.

• What kind of man is Nixa Superintendent Stephen 
Kleinsmith? As an administrator, he’s a homerun. He makes it 
easy to be a good board member. But more than that, he’s a 
marvelous human being. I’m going to be sick when he retires.

• Biggest new thing in Nixa schools: Technology. Nixa is 
always on the cutting edge and kids today have to have it. 

• Biggest change in Nixa schools in your 30 years:  
When I came here in 1980, we had three schools and 
now we have 11. The population back then was 2,662 
and now we’re between 23,000-25,000.
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Nixa  
Schools  

dominate

Superintendent credits  
leap to career program.

by HANNA SMITH 
Headliner News

Surprise, excitement, thrill — all words Nixa Schools 
Superintendent Stephen Kleinsmith used to de-
scribe how he and the rest of the staff felt when 

they saw this year’s Annual Performance Report.
“We went from very good scores last year to excellent 

scores this year,” Kleinsmith said.
In 2014, the school achieved 96.8 percent. This year, 

it scored 98.9 percent. Scoring more than 90 on the 
APR makes Nixa eligible for Accreditation with Distinc-
tion. 

According to a Department of Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education press release, more than 98 per-
cent of districts in Missouri score at least 70 percent, 
placing those districts in the fully-accredited range. 
More than 61 percent of districts received at least 90 
percent, increasing by 15 percent since 2014. 

“We are pleased that Missouri public schools are 
meeting state standards while expectations continue to 
increase,” Missouri Commissioner of Education Margie 
Vandeven said in a release. “As a state, it is imperative 
that we continue to focus on high-quality education in 
every school so that all of Missouri children graduate 
from high school ready for post-secondary success.”APR MAP EOC
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The APR is a performance evalua-
tion based off academic achievement, 
subgroup achievement, high-school 
readiness, college and career readi-
ness, attendance rate and graduation 
rate. 

Nixa’s increase, Kleinsmith said, is 
partially attributed to new programs 
and development the school has imple-
mented in the last year — specifically 
college and career training.

“We were able to do so because 
of our efforts in career and college 
readiness,” Kleinsmith said. “We hired 
a career counselor to focus on career. 
Her efforts and others paid off by 

squeezing out another percent on 
APR.”

Another factor is Nixa’s continually 
excellent MAP and EOC test scores, 
Kleinsmith said.

“We’ve always dominated in south-
west Missouri in our MAP and EOC 
tests,” he said. “This is one of our best 
years we’ve had in a while in our MAP 
and EOC tests.”

Nixa Schools was recently ranked the 
No. 1 district in Missouri, making 2015 
an overall good year, Kleinsmith said.

“When it came out, and we saw 
we were in first place in conference, 
including Springfield schools, to be 
ranked No. 1 in its own right was en-

joyable to see,” he said.

Looking forward, Kleinsmith said the 
district is working to expand its pro-
grams to encourage post-graduation 
success and teach life skills. 

“We are making sure kids are ready 
for their future when it comes to life 
skills,” Kleinsmith said.

He said the district plans on staying 
on the top, though that is no easy task.

“Sometimes it’s harder to stay rank-
ing No. 1 for so many years and it’s 
harder to stay on top than to get to the 
top,” Kleinsmith said.

Nixa is doing well, Kleinsmith said, 
but there is always room for improve-
ment, and he is looking forward to a 
great year in 2016.

“In some ways, we are staying on 
the course,” Kleinsmith said. “But, we 

always look for continued ways 
to improve.”MAP EOC
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Nixa Early 
Learning Center 
preschooler 
Sophia Onnen 
says her favorite 
subject is math.

ALL I NEED TO 
KNOW I LEARNED 
IN KINDERGARTEN

Students entering kindergarten in the fall of 2016 have several 
exciting opportunities before them to help get ready for the next 
school year.
•  Kindergarten Roundup Screening and Registra-

tion will be from 8 a.m.-4 p.m. April 6-7 at the 
Faught Administration Center, 301 S. Main 
St. Setting up an appointment is required 
and you will schedule your appointment on 
the Registration Sites beginning March 1.

•  New kindergarten students to Nixa — 
Beginning March 1 you will be able 
to access the New 

Student link to complete the registration and schedule your 
appointment. Please go to www.nixakindergarten.net for more 
information.

•  Current Nixa Early Learning Center and Early Childhood Center 
Students — Beginning March 1 you will be able to access the 

Current Student link to complete the registration and schedule 
your appointment.  Parents of current students will receive an 
email the end of February with your log-in information to ac-
cess the registration site.
•  If you do not have access to a computer, we have comput-
ers available for you to use at the Registration Center, 308 
Little Eagle Dr. (formerly 308 Texas St.) from 7 a.m.-3 p.m. on 

Monday-Friday.
•  Kindergarten screening will take approximately 
60-90 minutes. To help make the registration and 

screening process easier, many parents have found it 
benefi cial to make child care arrangements for any 

siblings.

PREPARATION IS KEY:
•  Parents can help prepare their 
child for kindergarten screen-
ing by talking to them about the 
screening a few days before 
your appointment.  
•  Let them know who will be 

taking them to the screening and 
when they are going. 

•  Explain that while you have to do regis-
tration in the computer lab, students will 
get to go to the gym and do fun things 
with teachers like catching a ball, cutting 

with scissors, writing their name, and 
more.  

•  Explain that students 
will also have vi-

sion and hearing 
screenings.

Kindergarten 
roundup 
screening and 
registration 
slated April 6-7.
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Beth SandBothe
20 questions with ...Let’s pLay

Nixa  
High Pointe 
fourth-grade 
teacher

• Family: Husband Shane; and son, Jude
• What’s your favorite movie 
that involves teachers? I think I 
would have to go with “Ferris 
Bueller’s Day Off.”

• If you were to write a book, what 
would it be about? I’d love to write 
children’s books. So I would write 
one about bath time for my son Jude, 
because he loves bath time. 

• Favorite time of the year: Christmas.  
I love seeing all my friends and family.

• If you had the attention of world for 30 
seconds, what would be your message? That 
you need to put God first and talk to him daily.

• Describe yourself in three words: In no 
particular order: Goofy, loving and compassionate.

• One food you refuse to 
eat: Liver and onions. 

• If you could have a super 
power, what would it be? 
Time travel.

• Favorite song: “Away in a Manger.” 
I am always singing that to Jude.

• Favorite TV show: “Friends”

• Who would play you in a movie?  
Julia Roberts, because she seems very happy 
and I’d always like to be portrayed that way.

• If you had $1 million, what’s the 
first thing you would buy yourself? 
A vacation home in Hawaii

• Best vacation: My husband and I 
went to Jamaica about five years ago.

• When did you first know you wanted to be a teacher. I loved school 
and I loved all of my teachers. I always played school growing up.

• What is something you really 
want to learn to do? To sew.

• What do you do when you’re not 
teaching? I play with Jude, trucks mostly.

• What’s the first thing on your bucket 
list? I really want to go to England.

• Favorite part of being a teacher: Getting to 
know all of my students and their families

• Who inspires you? My mom, Marcia, because 
she shows great character in everything she does.

• Why did you want to be a teacher? I love being around 
kids. I want to make a positive impact on their lives.



20          THE NEST   NIXA PUBLIC SCHOOLS MAGAZINE SPRING 2016

A
t first glance, it would appear that Nixa 
school’s Eagle Robotics program is strictly 
about creating and programming robots. 
But in fact, it’s about much more.

While it’s true that students of the program de-
sign, engineer and program Lego-based robots 
to perform a variety of tasks, they also learn and 
practice skills they will use the rest of their lives.

“Robots are the things we use to hook kids 
and bring them in, but it’s 
really not about the ro-
bots, not at all,” Eagle 
Robotics coach Chris 
Wilson said. “This 
is about teaching 

them how to think like scientists, mathematicians 
and engineers. But it also teaches them how to 
connect with the world, how to talk with other 
people, work in a group, solve problems, be criti-
cal thinkers and to be creative.”

The district-wide program, originally known as 
Big Bot Theory, has several teams at the John 
Thomas School of Discovery — that includes 
both JTSD and Nixa Junior High students — 
and two teams at Inman Intermediate. Teams 
compete in events sponsored and governed by 
FIRST — For Inspiration and Recognition of Sci-
ence and Technology — where they are judged 
on three major categories. FIRST is the govern-

ing body that sets the 
rules and procedures 

and hosts competi-
tions.

As the name 

Edward Eiche, left, 
and Nash Fritz check 

programming data on 
their robot during a 

routine test at JTSD 
Dec. 3.

Article and photos by  
DON ABERNATHY 

Headliner News

#MORETHANROBOTS
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Eagle Robotics program 
teaches students 
valuable life skills.

Eagle Robotics 
teams are made 
up of students 
who have 
specific roles 
that include 
programming, 
engineering, 
researching 
and presenting. 
Big Bot Theory 
team 18714 
make a plan for 
the day before 
going to work 
on their project. 
Clockwise 
from seated 
are Carter 
Krummen, 
Michael Long, 
Aiden Ewald, 
Kameron 
Wilson, Jack 
Regier and 
Harper Jane 
Simpson.

would imply, there’s building and programming 
robots to compete in the robot games portion, 
but there is also the core values challenge and 
the innovative solutions section.

In robot games, students compete to com-
plete various tasks with their robots. Each 
team builds a robot that must be within certain 
height and size restrictions and then pro-
grams it to retrieve objects or power machines 
already placed within the competition area on 
the table.

“You have to build a robot, and there are no 
instructions. It’s not a kit. We give them the 
brain, the wheels and parts and tell them to go 
for it,” Wilson said. “They have to look at the 
rules and the missions they have to complete 
and all of that affects their engineering and 
design. They have a lot to think about, and they 
are really engineering their robots.”

For JTSD fifth-grader Michael Long, the cre-
ativity of engineering inspires him.

“My favorite part is building systems and 
programming them,” Long said. “We have one 
called ‘dog gear,’ which is basically a tri-frame 
gear that can put an attachment on while the 
motor is still spinning. It’s a lot more hands-
on than sitting in a classroom. If this program 
ended tomorrow for some reason, I would be 

really upset.”
Former program participant and current 

coach Riley Krummen had such passion for the 
program that he wanted to return this year and 
help younger students.

“The FIRST program is not about winning, it’s 
all about teamwork,” the NHS freshman said. 
“It’s not about what you win, it’s about what 
you learn. Coaches won’t tell you the answers 
to everything, they want you to learn on your 
own. I like that a lot. Now that I’m a coach I can 
be a leader. I help kids with any problems they 
have.”

Fair play from teams during robot games 
is something FIRST stresses and something 
most teams put into practice. If a team from a 
different school doesn’t have a part they need 
or if their programming isn’t allowing their 
robot to perform tasks properly, teams from 
different districts will often lend a part or share 
data. It’s an arena where knowledge, competi-
tion and empathy are comfortably blended.

“Hopefully we’re raising a generation of stu-
dents who think about others,” Alison Vernon, 
a robotics coach at JTSD said. “This program 
requires a little bit of compassion and coopera-
tion and competition. To see kids doing that 
and understanding that is so powerful. It makes 

#MORETHANROBOTS
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Nixa students in the Eagle Robotics 
program help each other solve 
programming problems during testing 
Dec. 3 at the John Thomas School 
of Discovery. Pictured 

from left, Jack Regier, 
Parker Barnes, 

Jackson Teter, 
Hudson 
Stovall and 
Harper Jane 
Simpson.

you want to tear up sometimes. Those are 
such important values to have, especially in 
our dog-eat-dog world out there.”

In the core values challenge, students are 
given a task to complete as a team that has 
nothing to do with robots. They are given an 
objective by the judges that may even be 
impossible, but completing the challenge is 
not the end goal.

“Judges are not evaluating whether or not 
they complete the task, but how they do it,” 
Wilson said. “They look to see if they are 
getting along with everyone, if they are shar-
ing, if they are working together or if they 
are fighting and if everyone with an idea is 
being listened to. They are looking at who 
the kids are as human beings and if they are 
truly a team.”

The innovative solutions section is where 
students are given a worldwide problem 
months before competition day, where they 

must use problem solving and research and 
then tell judges their findings and a solution 
in a creative presentation.

“FIRST gives us a theme every year, this 
year is ‘trash,’” Wilson said. “Kids have to 
identify a problem within the world of trash, 
research the history of it, the technology 
we already have and how society is solving 
the problem currently. Then they have to 
come up with an innovative solution to solve 
that problem. They have to collect the data 
and report the data in a creative way. They 
have to present it to judges through a skit, a 
song or a dance, for example, and get their 
data across to the judges. It is data-driven 
creativity.”

The FIRST website, www.usfirst.org, says 
the program is more than robots. Students 
often come in not knowing what to expect 
— of the program or themselves — but they 
leave, even after one season, with a vision, 

#MORETHANROBOTS
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Brainstorming new ideas, clockwise from lower left, Parker Davis, Gracia 
Stearns, Leah Martin and Jayden Coalson share information despite not being 
on the same Eagle Robotics team at JTSD.

with confidence and a sense that 
they can create their own future. 
This is why the Eagle Robotics pro-
gram uses the hashtag #MoreTh-
anRobots on social media.

“It’s curriculum for every aspect of 
life,” Wilson said. “Kids have to read, 
do math, write, act and speak. Ev-
erything we want a 21st-century kid 
to do is taught in FIRST. It’s about 
looking at the world and asking the 
questions, how can I make a differ-
ence in my community? Or how can 
I make a change in my state or in 
my country? Not just what I want for 
me. FIRST emphasizes community 
involvement, thinking of others and 
solving community problems, how-
ever ‘community’ is defined. They 
want kids to be engaged citizens.”

#MORETHANROBOTS
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