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Washburn
residents
defend teacher,
Queer Prom

TOM STANKARD,
tstankard@ashlanddailypress.net

A Washburn Middle School teacher has
caused a stir in the community after sup-
porting an LGBQT+ event using school
resources last month.

Danielle Nepstad reportedly spread
word about the April 29 Queer Prom
by sending a mass email through the
school’s network, encouraging people to
attend the second annual event, a parent
told the Daily Press.

Washburn resident Hannah Lende told
school board members Thursday and during
April’s meeting that Nepstad should be disci-
plined for using school resources to promote
anon-sanctioned school event.

“She shouldn’t have done that.I want to see
some accountability,”she said at the April 27
meeting.

“You guys are fools being here.Ilove that
you're here, don’t get me wrong, but the fool-
ish partis that policy wasn't followed,” she
said Thursday.

Superintendent Thomas Wiatr didn’t
respond to questions regarding discipline
Nepsted might face.

More than 50 people in the audience
during the Thursday meeting vocally coun-
tered Lende, saying they supported both the
teacher and LGBQT'+ students.

It was the second such outpouring of com-
munity support in as many days for a teacher
involved in gay rights. The Ashland School
Board earlier in the week renewed the con-
tract of teacher and tennis coach Bob Graf
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The SoundCheq Music Festival will be giving out a limited number of special commemorative SoundCheq guitar picks featuring a
QR code that links to a full schedule of events.
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Warren Nelson and
friends to play Harbor
View Event Center

Singer-songwriters War-
ren Nelson and Corey Carl-
son will re-unite in a con-
cert at the Harbor View
Event Center in Washburn
at 7:30 on Saturday, May
20.They will be joined by
Randy Sabien on fiddle and
piano, Ed Willett on cello,
Jack Gunderson on bass,
Tom Mitchell on drums and
Rowan Nelson-Ferris on
guitar and banjo.

Carlson and Nelson
and Warren met in 1986
when Nelson founded Big
Top Chautauqua. Carlson
grew up on the hill, hear-
ing the sounds of the Lost
Nation String Band with
Bruce Bowers and the many
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traveling shows that played
the tent. His dad Jerry Carl-
son was a main partner with
Nelson and the Chautauqua
from day one.

The concert will feature
Corey singing his original
songs as well as songs from
his musical heroes. The band
will also perform songs of
the Lost Nation

CONSTRUCTION
SEASON BEGINS

Construction season has

returned in Ashland as crewmem-
bers began working last week on
resurfacing Third Street East from
Ellis Avenue to Stuntz Avenue.

SoundCheq/

from A1

With more venues, more
bands are playing — last
year 30 participated, and
this year there will be 35, —
though the weekend and day
pass prices are remaining the
same.

“People will get more
band for their buck,”Wood-
worth quipped.

The 35 acts feature a
breadth of genre and size,
from solo acts to bands with
five or more pieces. The
music ranges from bluegrass
to jazz, pop to country, disco
to rockabilly and more, with
some original work, some
covers and some improvi-
sation.

“We'’re really proud of the
diversity of music,”Wood-
worth said.

Though the StageNorth
Groundlings are best known
for their community the-
ater mission, the non-profit
wants to support all per-
forming arts, Woodworth
said, so a music festival made
sense. The first SoundCheq
was in 2019, then COVID
shuttered the festival until
2022. As the event grows,

Woodworth envisions it
becoming a destination-type
weekend event, bringing

in people from outside the
region to appreciate the local
music scene.

All the music sets last just
over an hour,and are stag-
gered so that theoretically a
festival attendee could walk
between all four venues and
catch at least part of all the
acts. This year, festival goers
will receive passports that
will be stamped for each act.
The person turning in the
passport with the most acts
at the 8 p.m. Sunday festival
end party at StageNorth will
receive two Golden Ticket
passes for the 2024 festival.

Woodworth said the fes-
tival needs volunteers to
sell and take tickets at each
venue — the signup for vol-
unteering is on the festival
website — and all volunteers
working four hours or more
will receive a weekend pass
as a thank you.

While a weekend with
great weather would be ideal
— many of the venues offer
outside seating and stages
— the festival will go on no
matter what.

“It’s going to be great,”
Woodworth said.

Teacher/qomar

On Thursday in Wash-
burn, Sheeva Abeles-Alli-
son, media specialist for the
Ashland School District,
said she helped organize the
first annual PFLAG Queer
Prom last year with help
from her students in the
Gender-Sexuality Alliance
and was proud to be a part
of this year’s event that took
place at Northland College.

“Ninety-two stu-
dents showed up to cele-
brate their queer identi-
ties. They danced to songs
like “Momma Mia”and “I
Kissed a Girl”and snacked
on pizza, soda and cook-
ies donated by PFLAG, the
Northland College Alliance
and Coco’s,” Abeles-Alli-
son said.

Support from the com-
munity and events like
Queer Prom help students
experience a safer and more
positive school environ-
ment, Abeles-Allison said.

Elementary School stu-
dent Addi “Kai”Warren
told board members that
the prom offered alternative
students a safe place to cel-
ebrate.

“It just felt so welcoming
and amazing there,” Warren
said. “It sounded really cool.
I'wanted to find people who
are like me and part of the
LGBQT+ community. It
was a really fun experience,
and I want to go again.”

‘Wiarren said there are
words to express how she
feels, but knows some peo-
ple are afraid to use them.

Washburn resident and
PFLAG Board Member
Beck Vallez told the board
that they weren't aware
there was a word for their
gender until after they were
an adult.

“I'm non-binary, I didn’t
know that word existed
until I was almost 30. But
when I learned about it, it
felt so right,” Vallez said.

Growing up, Vallez
recalled not fitting in at
school. Events like the
Queer Prom would have
helped with that.

“I didn’t have the words
to describe how I felt, but
there were bad words peo-
ple used,” Vallez said.

Vallez knew there were
similar non-binary kids
in and outside school. But
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Sheeva Abeles-Allison, media specialist for the Ashland School District, said Thursday
during a Washburn School Board meeting she was proud to be involved in the Queer
Prom she helped organize last year. This year’s prom was held April 29, and at least one
parent wants a Washburn teacher who supported it to be disciplined.

Washburn Mayor Mary Motiff reads to board mem-
bers a city proclamation encouraging everyone to

be inclusive.
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there was no club or event

that recognized them.

“So I never went to prom.
T'avoided it like the plague.
Why? It was not for weirdos
and outsiders,” they said.

Today’s students don’t
have to be outsiders, Vallez
said.

“Which is why I'm so
glad we have Queer Prom
and they can build a com-
munity within the school.
They have a chance to fitin
and be themselves,” Vallez
said.

With that message in
mind, Washburn Mayor
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PFLAG Board Member Beck
Vallez reflects on struggles
growing up nonbinary, and
explains to school board
members that events like
the Queer Prom are import-
ant to LBGTQ+ kids.

Mary Motiff read to School
Board members a previ-
ously approved proclama-
tion encouraging everyone
to be more inclusive.

“The city of Washburn
is welcoming and inclusive
to all residents and visitors
alike,”she said. “(Wash-
burn) will continue to pro-
mote an environment that
accepts celebrates and
appreciates diversity within
the community.”
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