
2023 ANNUAL REPORT 
Executive Director’s Report—Brenda K. Plakans 

We jokingly call it Welty 4.0 in the office, because 2023 marked an important transition for the organi-

zation as we decided to increase our staff size to four full-time employees. Our work load continues to 

increase as demand grows; more school districts are reaching out for field trips (often for multiple 

classes at one time), homeschool groups request science-based series, and other non-profits want to 

visit with their camps and day-care classes. We can now accommodate these new partners and man-

age the additional accounting and reporting that comes with expanded programming. 

 

2023 was also the year we thanked Aaron Wilson for his five-year stint as Program Director. Much of 

our demand is due to his thoughtful development of the program department. We have a full slate of 

Next Gen science standard-based lesson plans so teachers can choose field trips that support their work in the classroom. 

Aaron was also instrumental in cultivating our many non-school collaborations that continue to this day (see the list on p. 3). 

However, it was an easy decision to promote Darien Becker and she has moved into the Director position with ease and 

enthusiasm. The transition was smooth and we are roaring into 2024 with a spring full of new partners and also a full 

schedule thanks to her ability to pick up the new role with barely a pause. 

 

With two new Educators, Darien can take advantage of our expanded space and run overlapping field trips and programs. 

Turn to page 4 and learn more about Elle Schraufnagel and Pam Garland-Gjestson, who round out the program depart-

ment and make this expansion possible. Pam fills Darien’s old position and Elle is a new line, funded by a two-year grant 

from the Hendricks Family Foundation. Elle will emphasize career exploration in her programming, and will work closely 

with area middle and high schools to help older students discover relevant environmental themes for their future work life.  

 

It’s an exciting time at Welty thanks to our board, staff, and donors. We are glad you are a part of the journey! 

 

Welty Environmental Center Staff 

Brenda K. Plakans, Executive Director; Darien Beck-

er, Program Director; Pam Garland-Gjestson, Env. 

Educator; Elle Schraufnagel, Env. Educator; Birdia 

McAlister, Office Assistant, Tracy White, WISE worker 

2023 FWEC Board Members 

Executive Committee 

Kaelyb Lokrantz, President; Cindy Laube, Vice Presi-

dent;  Kevin Larson, Treasurer;  Heidi Andre, External 

Secretary;  Tony Bosco, Internal Secretary 

At-Large Directors 

Dave Bendlin, Betsy Brewer, Leslie Davidson, Doug 

Elfstrom, Jane Fossum, Nick Geifer, Marc Kinneman, 

Mark Spreitzer, Lynn Vollbrecht, Harry Wiersgalla  

Thank you to Outgoing Board Officer, Heidi Andre 

It is hard to know where to start when thanking 

Heidi Andre for her service to Welty. She is 

going off the Executive Committee, where’s 

she been the External Secretary for 7 years—

but in the 15 years prior she was an early pro-

gram presenter with Welty’s Nature Buddies, 

served on the Board of Directors, has been a critical connection to 

the School District of Beloit, mixed many a pancake, and has been 

a warm, intelligent advisor to Welty’s many environmental activities. 

She also retires from her role as head of the science department at 

Beloit Memorial High School this June, so has earned some well-

deserved relaxation. We will miss you, Heidi! 

 
Welty’s Mission Statement 

To provide leadership in environmental education by equita-
bly engaging the diverse residents of the Stateline region with 

activities that foster an appreciation of nature and promote 
environmental stewardship. 
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Program Director’s Report—Darien Becker 

This last year was a year of firsts, which feels 

like is a cliche, but I hope that every year after 

2023 will be a year of firsts because that 

means we have made new connections, de-

veloped new programs, and reached new 

communities with the environmental educa-

tion programs we have. One of the bigger 

firsts for me in 2023 was my transition from Environmental Educator to 

Interim Program Director. The transition to this role was smooth as we 

completed fourth grade field trips in November, and December was a 

good time to plan how the future was going to unfold. Before that, how-

ever, we had some amazing firsts for Welty:   

In February, we hosted our first Ecology Fair at Hackett Elementary 

School, which was the catalyst for our 2023-2024 Ecology Fairs that 

we offered to all elementary schools in the School District of Beloit 

with the help of Beloit Fresh Start (see p. 4). 

In April, we took students to our first GLOBE Student Research Sym-

posium, where two Welty interns received awards for their project 

posters. 

In June, we offered our first academy for middle and high school stu-

dents in partnership with Hendricks CareerTek, which is going to be 

increasing to two academies in summer 2024. 

In July, we completed our first Wisconsin Master Naturalist training, 

where 19 participants completed their capstone projects and received 

Wisconsin Master Naturalist certifications. 

In September, we started our first semester with three WELCOME 

interns from The Lincoln Academy. These scholars, along with 15 

Beloit Memorial High School students, will be attending the 2024 Stu-

dent Research Symposium in Toledo, OH. 
 

On January 1, I officially became Welty’s 5th Program Director and am 

looking forward to many new firsts in 2024 with our two new staff mem-

bers (see p. 3). We hope to see you soon and are very excited for the 

Stateline community to join us in 2024!  

Thanks to a Morse Foundation grant, we are visitng 

every Beloit elementary school to present ecology 

fairs run by Community Action, Inc.’s Fresh Start. 

Above: Lincoln Academy 6-8th grade scholars ex-

perimented with egg drops during their Impending 

Impact field trips (see p. 3).  

Below: long-time Welty volunteer Bruce Cawkins 

shows 3rd graders the difference between manufac-

tured syrup and real maple syrup. 

2023 GRANT ROUNDUP  

$1,600  Ecolab Foundation: Trail wheelchair    
$2,000  Alliant Energy Foundation: Hackett Eco-Fair 
$5,000  Col. Robert Morse Foundation: Elementary Eco-Fairs  
$14,860  National Science Foundation: GEOPAths grant (multi-year) 
$35,000  Hendricks Family Foundation: C.T.E. Env. Educator (2 yrs) 

https://weltycenter.org/collaboration-station/
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Welcome to our new Environmental Educators—Welty now has a full-time staff of four! 

Elle Schraufnagel received her undergraduate degree in Zoology at University of Wis-

consin-Madison in 2023. She also completed certificates in Environmental Studies as well 

as Integrated Studies in Science, Engineering, and Society (ISSuES) to help better under-

stand human interactions with the environment. While working towards her undergraduate 

degree, Elle also worked at the Henry Vilas Zoo. In this role, she found how much she 

enjoyed teaching children about conservation and the natural world.                                                  

“One of my favorite activities at Welty so far has been the Impending Impact program,“ 

said Elle. “In this program we had students building de-

vices to protect eggs from a six-foot drop. They had to 

budget their time, fake money, and resources to be suc-

cessful. I really enjoyed seeing the thought processes 

and designs the kids came up with. When it was time to 

drop the eggs it was very exciting and fun to play it up 

and yell things like "HE SURVIVED" and have the whole 

room cheer for an uncracked egg.”  

Pam Garland-Gjestson  graduated from UW-

Whitewater with a degree in Interpersonal Communica-

tions and a minor in Environmental Studies in 2010, and 

even had an internship at Welty. After college, she 

worked for The Humane Society of Southern WI, Girl 

Scouts and Visit Beloit.  

 

“I fell in love with Welty Environmental Center as a college intern 14 years ago and I am 

so happy to have finally returned as a full-time Environmental Educator,” she said. “It's 

incredible to see how much Welty has grown since then, and even more incredible to 

have indoor plumbing this time around! I am most looking forward to working with and 

learning from the amazing Welty staff and educating the Beloit youth that come to our 

programs. The kids are a wonderful reminder of how important it is for everyone to con-

nect with nature.” 

2023 Program Partners 

Albertson Memorial Library, American Assoc. of University Women, Aram Public Library, Assoc. of Nature Center Administrators, 

Beloit College, Beloit Public Library, Boys and Girls Club of Janesville, City of Beloit, City of Janesville, Community Action Inc., 

Downtown Beloit Assoc., Even Start,  Forest City Homeschool, Fresh Start, Garden Prairie Intermediate School, Harmony Elemen-

tary School, Hedberg Public Library, Help Yourself Program, Hendricks CareerTek, Hoo’s Woods, J&R Aquatic Animal Rescue, 

Kaleta Doolin Foundation, Matheson Public Library, Merrill Community Sharing Garden, Milton Public Library, Monroe Elementary 

School, National Science Foundation, Nature at the Confluence, Natural Land Institute, Nelson Institute Center for Climatic Re-

search, New Glarus Public Library, Our Lady of Assumption School, Remake Learning Days,  Rock County Conservationists, Rock 

Prairie Montessori, Rock/Walworth County Head Start, Rotary Botanical Garden, School District of Beloit, School District of 

Elkhorn, School District of Janesville, Skype a Scientist, Society for Learning Unlimited, The Lincoln Academy, Turner School Dis-

trict, U.S.GLOBE Office, Upward Bound (Beloit College), Visit Beloit, Wisconsin Assoc. for Environmental Education, Wisconsin 

Master Naturalist, Wisconsin School of the Deaf, Yellow Brick Road 

Top : Elle caught her first wall-

eye this summer.  

Below: Pam likes to spend lots 

of time outside with her family. 

Top : Elle leads a discussion for 

South Beloit high schoolers about 

environmental careers.  

Below: Pam helps on a visit to the 

Janesville YWCA.  
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Board President’s Report—Kaelyb Lokrantz 

It’s hard to believe that it has been a year since I stepped into the role as president of the 

board. It has been a fulfilling and rewarding full circle experience for me making the journey 

from Welty youth to this current role.  

I have had a unique view of the partnership between Community Action, Inc.’s Fresh Start pro-

gram and the Welty Center. My role as an educator with the Fresh Start program [Americorps-

funded program for 16-23 year olds that allows them to complete their GED and receive job 

training] has given me a firsthand look into the importance of Welty’s role in our community. 

We have partnered together to create ecology fairs for every 2nd, 3rd, and 4th grade class in the 

School District of Beloit. This fair not only exposes our youth to ecological education but also 

puts Fresh Start students in the role of educators. The city of Beloit and the School District of 

Beloit recently recognized Welty Environmental Center and Beloit Fresh Start for their respec-

tive roles in reaching students in the school district. Ecology education is crucial for our youth in an increasingly connected 

and digital world.  This collaboration shows our youth how to positively respect and enjoy the natural world around them.  

On the administrative side, the Friends of Welty board is forming an ad hoc committee to discuss how we as an organiza-

tion can better support our staff in the realm of compensation and benefits moving forward. Our board is committed to stay-

ing competitive and retaining our wonderful staff in an ever-changing world. More to follow in the months ahead! 

This year has been another year of growth for the organization, and I am looking forward to what awaits in the future! Thank 

you to the board for giving me this opportunity to serve in this way. 

 

External Secretary Report—Heidi Andre 

 I would like to preface this by stating that this is a love letter to the legacy and future of the 

Welty Environmental Center. It has grown and changed but the core mission of connecting 

people to nature has never faltered. Dr. Fred Mathews and Dr. Richard (Dick) Newsome, 

Beloit College faculty members, conceived of the plan for a local environmental center honor-

ing the work of Dr. Carl Welty. This center has become a source of immense joy for me.      

 My story began in 1998 when I was approached to serve on a steering committee to get the 

center up and running.  It was felt that the sooner we could provide programming, the sooner 

our name would become visible, making it easier to establish a permanent home. I believe 

Jan Knutson gave them my name as a local teacher who was interested in environmental 

education. Because my father had taught me to say “yes” to any opportunity that came my 

way, I said “yes” to Fred and Dick and thus began the “Eco-buddies” program I taught out of 

the back of my van at Big Hill Park. 

Our first director, Tanya Zastrow, set us on a solid course of success. It was a relief to have someone take over the pro-

gramming. We grew to Beckman Mill Park and, oh, the fun in the creek and the meals we served under the shelter. (Truth: 

The pancake breakfast now is sooo much better than the french toast we tried one year!)  I have loved the collaborations 

with the schools, the wine tastings, the recon trips to other nature centers, and getting to work with myriads of like-minded 

people on the board.  

It is time to take a step back for a bit. I never wanted to be the type of person who holds onto the past so tightly that it inhib-

its growth.  New ideas, new perspectives are important for organizations to thrive.  I will continue to hold Welty so close in 

my heart and wish only the best for its continued success. 

Heidi at the center of the Beloit 

team at the 2023 GLOBE student 

symposium. 

Kaelyb leading a work day at Big 

Hill  with his Fresh Start students. 
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           2024 Budget (Approved 1.22.24)                          2023 Budget v. Actual        
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2023-24 WELTY DONORS AND MEMBERS 

 

Donations were made in Honor of: 

Catherine Anderson, Eva Arnold, Darrah Chavey, Dave & Stephanie Dobson, Shirley Newsome, Celestino Ruffini,  

J. Carl & Susan Welty 

 

Donors of $5,000 or more 

Erik Berridge, Kirk Berridge,  Dave & Jean Bradford,  Bob Hunter, Will & Mary Leland 

Donors of $1,000-$4999 

Jane Fossum , Anonymous, Jan and Dave Knutson, William Priewe & Elizabeth Meek, John & Becky Wong  

Donors of $500-999 

Betsy Brewer, Neil & Kay Deupree,  Alan, Jr. & Elizabeth Dunwiddie, Ken & Sandy Gold, Nancy Johnson & Jim Van De Bo-

gart, Dennis Murphy, Sarah E. Parsons, Catherine & Leo Pilachowski,  Gary & Teresa Sommers, Richard & Carole Spreitzer, 

Anna Marie & Tom Warren 

Donors of $250 - $499 

Gillian & Mark Batterman, Yaffa Grossman, Charles & Prudy Harker, Bill & Missy Henderson, Cindy Laube, Kevin Larson & 

Nicolette Meister, Connie Matusiak, Dick Newsome, Mae Sanford, Daniel Schoof & Alyssa Whitney, Mark Spreitzer & Philip Gorman, 

Martin & Nancy Stabb, Steve Vavrus & Sue Swanson, Harry & Kedron Wiersgalla, Michael & Polly Wolfe 

Donors of $100 - $249 

Richard & Heidi Andre, Ethan & Jasmine Andre, Jane Anderson & Phillip Moore, Larry & Karen Arft, Catherine Arnold, Nor-

man & Carol Aulabaugh, Dave & Barb Bendlin, Al Bennett & Nancy Hansen-Bennett, Tony Bosco, Roy Bossingham & Carol Wicker-

sham, Buzz & Joan Brock, Cleveland & Bette Carr, Pierre & Pam Charles, Annabelle Collins, Gary & Marilyn Cook, James & Karel 

Cripe, Paul Dionne & Jennifer Esperanza,  Roger Dutcher, Doug Elfstrom & Brittany Keyes, Eric and Willie Ericson, Frank Fiorina, 

Marge Fizzell, Sharon & Alan Frank, Naoyuki & Susan Furukawa, Nick Giefer,  Mary Alice Harris, Tom & Marline Holmes, Oya Ho-

roguchi, Marty & Marlene Howe, Roger & Deborah Huizenga, Jeff & Susan Johnson, Tom & Rosemary Kautz, Kristine Kennedy, Marc 

Kinneman, Timothy Krause & Elizabeth Babler, Thomas & Peggy Lang, Kristin Larson, Jingjing Lou, Kaelyb Lokrantz & Catherine 

Tenney, Jack W. Maegli, Betty Magnus, Kathy McNamee, Philip & Victoria Melzer, Maribeth Miller, Christine Nelson & Fred 

Burwell, Dick & Joan Niemiec, Ken & Lois O’Tool, Larry & Alice Olson, Richard Ott, Fran & Jacquelyn Patch,  Barbara S. & 

Andrejs Plakans, Paul & Alice Roemer, Dave & Stacey Rougvie, Jim Rougvie & Brenda Plakans, Loren & Diane Sass, Joan 

Schultz, Upal & Tracy Sengupta,  Joe & Dawn Stadelman,  Scott & Judy Tenney, Katie & Andy Udell, Dick & Kathy Vogel, Sandra 

Voie, Lynn Vollbrecht, Stephen & Mary Wadle,  Jim & Marianne Wilson, Daniel Youd & Tamara Ketabgian 

Lifetime Members  

Heidi and Richard Andre, Erik Berridge, Kirk Berridge, John & EunYung Boardman, Dave & Jean Bradford, Sonja Darlington, 

Neil & Kay Deupree, Dave & Stephanie Dobson, Richard & Val Dunagan, Tom Evert & Bette Lang, Jane Fossum, Pat Free-

man, Sylvia Welty Geer, Ken & Sandy Gold, Dr. Charles F. Grose, Bill & Missy Henderson, Bob Hunter, Nancy Johnson & Jim Van 

De Bogart, Sandra Kallas & Roger Crary, Penny Kennedy, Jan & Dave Knutson, Kevin Larson & Nicolette Meister, Will & Mary Le-

land, Neil McLaughlin, Dave Mezger, Charles & Helen Mortensen, Dennis Murphy & Barbara Seguin, Dick & Shirley New-

some, Karen & Sam Niehans, Jane Noble, Catherine & Leo Pilachowski, William Priewe & Liz Meek, Will Pollock, James Rougvie & 

Brenda Plakans, Carol Schwaegler, Mark Spreitzer & Philip Gorman, Gerald A. Westphal, John & Becky Wong  
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2023-24 WELTY DONORS AND MEMBERS  (cont’d) 

Other Gifts & Membership Renewal 

Judy Adler, Tony Bachim, Daniel Barolsky, Rick & Rita  Barder, Randall & Jaime Benedict, Nancy Boutelle, David Burwell & 

Gloria Mathews, Betty Jo Bussie, Cynthia Caldwell, Jeanne Chernick-Krueger, Bonnie Cunningham, Andre & Carmen DeKok,  

George & Barbara Dilling, Jim & Sheri Disrud, Lance & Barbara Elfstrom, Kathleen Engel-Hunt, Michael & Deborah Fallon, Lee & 

Marilyn Fassett, Julie Fuelleman, Pamela Garland-Gjestson, Dale & Diane Gemignani, Mary George, Kathy Green, Jerry & Nancy Gus-

tafson, Roy & Janet Hahn, Chris & Ann Hankins, Jennifer Heeren, Carly Helman, Gary & Darcy Hess, Dorine Hoeksema, Jenny Hoople, 

Sheryl Horvath, Carol Josh, Catherine  Karlshoej, Nichole Kasch, Colleen Keating, Ana Kelly & Rick McGrath, Pam Kindschi, Mark & 

Ginger King,  Paul & Kathleen Klespis-Wick, Christine Kopec, Rita Llorca, Deborah Sapp Lynch, Carl Mankiewicz & Carl Mendelson, 

Adrienne Massel, Jessica Lervik Marquette, Birdia McAlister, Terry & Deb McCann, John & Carol Meland, Polly Onderak,  Dean 

Paynter, Arlene J. Peterson, Shelley Plakans,  Lois Pollock, Barbara Porter, Mary Porter, Kayla Pouros, Ben Reeber, Skyler Riela, Judy 

Robson, Cynthia Salvador, Gregg Schneider & Susan Adams, Steve Schmaeng, Wanda Sloan, Larry Swanson, Pablo Toral, 

Jon Urish, Shirley von Allmen, Rebecca Wallendal, Tom & Anita Warren, Mary Ann Watson, Westley Weidemen, Helen Werner, Scott 

Welty, Robert & Anita Wildermuth, Ying Yue 

 *Bold has no significance, other than to make this list easier to read  

From upper left: breakfast was served in the 

West Wing; FWEC board members worked the 

porch grills; Rock River Woodcarvers demo’ed 

various techniques; visitors tried their hands at 

drilling a spile hole; Elle and Darien led half-

hourly hikes into the park to see a tapped tree. 

2024 Maple Sugar Fest—our biggest ever! 

February 24 dawned clear with the (almost) full moon setting and FWEC Board 

members bustling around the Center to get set up for our 16th annual Maple Sug-

ar Fest. Folks were ready for a pancake breakfast and were lined up by 8am to 

buy tickets. This year we invited a number of community groups to offer Wiscon-

sin-related information and activities, including: Jan Knutson-basket weaver, Rock 

River Woodcarvers, Fresh Start students, Logan Museum, Rock Prairie Master 

Gardeners, Janesville Urban Forestry Alliance, and Youth2Youth4Change. Ser-

vice and clean-up was done by Fresh Start students and BMHS National Honor 

Society members. We also had hikes to a tapped sugar maple tree in the park, 

sap evaporation demos, and even sold real maple syrup. Overall, we served 422 

people—the most we’ve ever hosted—and had a great time! 



1201 Big Hill Court  Beloit, WI  53511 

 

 

                                         TO: 

                                                                    Detach and send to FWEC 1201 Big Hill Ct. Beloit, WI 53511 

I want to provide support for Welty Environmental Center’s operations! Welty has 501

(c)(3) tax-exempt status and is solely a private, non-profit educational organization. 

Dues and contributions may be tax-deductible. Please accept my gift to continue these 

important environmental education efforts in the Stateline area. 

 

Name(s)__________________________________________________________ 

Address__________________________________________________________ 

City_____________________________________ State_____ Zip____________ 

Phone___________________ Email____________________________________ 

Please accept my one-time annual gift: 

  Senior/Student ($20)  Individual ($30) 

  Family ($45)                       Life Member ($1000) 

Additional Contribution:  $_________________ 

TOTAL $______________________________  

Check made payable to Friends of Welty Environmental 

Center. Mail to: FWEC 1201 Big Hill Ct.  Beloit, WI 53511 

Credit Card option available on our website:  

https://weltycenter.org/support-us/ 


