
Our History 

Closure of St. Bernard school is difficult time for the parish 

St. Bernard students were photographed by a local newspaper holding signs that read: “Keep our school in 
business” as fellow parishioners walked into Mass on a Sunday in December of 1970. 

By Ellen G. Krenke 

     It has been 45 years since 
the school here at St. Bernard 
Parish was closed, but it is still 
hard for some parishioners to 
talk about.  

     “(It) was a very difficult 
decision to make,” said retired 
Army Col. Jack Rogan, who 
was the president of the parish 
council at the time of the clo-
sure. “Obviously, we would 
have preferred to continue a 
Catholic school as (it was) 
important to our parish’s iden-
tity, but we could not compete 
with the pay and benefits of 
the public schools.”    

     “They had to work so hard 
to make the school what it 
was,” said Gene Zander, who 
was Rogan’s vice president.   

     “And it was really a very 
active place …. when they had 
sisters available. When you 
get down to black and white 
… it made sense to close the 
school.” 

     Rumors about a school 
closure began in 1968-69, 
when the seventh and eighth 
grades were eliminated be-
cause of declining enrollment. 

     Unfortunately, school notes 
recorded in writing by the 
Sisters of St. Francis ended in 
1962 and minutes from parish 
council meetings held at that 
time did not include many 
details about the cut.  

     At a parish council meeting 
on March 12, 1970, Sr. Na-
dine, who was a member of 
the council’s Education Com-
mission, said she felt that fur-
ther study should be conduct-
ed before dropping any more 
grades from the school. 

     Her comments were fol-
lowed by a discussion of 
“school problems” after which 
the parish pastor, Msgr. Ferdi-
nand Mack, moved that the 
parish school continue for the 
1970-71 school year. The mo-
tion carried.  

     Mack said vocations were 
his biggest concern. “Where 
are the vocations going to 
come from if we close the 

school?” he told the Middle-
ton Times-Tribune. 

     A Parish Education Study 
was conducted by Mack and 
Sr. Nadine, the school princi-
pal, in 1969-70.  

     It included a question-
naire for all parishioners and 
concluded with this line: “As 
of December 15th indica-
tions are such that our finan-
cial obligations (for the 
school) will be satisfied 
without difficulty.” 

     On Jan. 15, 1971, mem-
bers of the parish council’s 
Education Commission pre-
sented the following motion 
to the Council: “Whereas St. 
Bernard’s parish School has 
seen a decrease in enrollment 
over the past 10 years of over 
50 percent in its grades 1-6 
and; whereas the space re-
quired to properly educate 
students has increased to the 
point where our school can 
now handle 200 students 
without requiring a major 

change in facilities or the type 
of program being offered and; 
whereas there are over 500 
children in the parish who are 
in the age group that could 
attend our school and; where-
as we do not presently have 
the facilities for offering an 
expanded physical education 
program for our students and; 
whereas the school has be-
come a large financial burden 
on the parish; St. Bernard’s 
Parish will terminate the oper-
ation of its school at the end 
of the 1970-71 school year.”  

     However, Bill Erpenbach, 
the parish council president, 
moved to adopt another reso-
lution: “Whereas St. Ber-
nard’s Parish places religious 
education of the children of 
the parish as an item of top 
priority in the parish and; 
whereas the parish believes 
the religious education of the 
children in the parish can be 
best accomplished through the 
continuance of the parish 
school and; whereas the parish 

school has offered and is of-
fering a good education pro-
gram which is designed to 
meet the needs of the children 
of the parish in our ever 
changing world, it is hereby 
resolved that St. Bernard’s 
Parish will continue to operate 
its elementary school for the 
benefit of the families who 
wish to send their children to 
the school. It is the consensus 
of the 1970 Parish Council 
that the school should not be 
discontinued during the fore-
seeable future.” His motion 
passed 18-1. 

     A few months later, the 
parish council was told that 
Sr. Nadine would not remain 
at St. Bernard for another year 
and that no sisters were availa-
ble to replace her.    

     On March 9, 1972, the par-
ish council voted keep the 
school open for the 1972-73 
school year. 

        Continued on next page 



Third grade students at St. Bernard School 
constructed a totem pole as their class pro-
ject, according to Middleton Times-Tribune 
story published on March 16, 1973. The 
students are identified as Terri Busch, Col-
leen Link, Patrick Lambert, Janet Acker and 
Todd Passineau.  
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     In September, the Education Commis-
sion reported to the parish council that the 
school had 108 students in grades 1-6 and 
the CCD program had 618 students from 
pre-school to high school. 

     Joan Rebeck, the school principal, said 
22 students were enrolled in the first 
grade, which was the largest class in six 
years. 

     It was also reported that sisters were 
reluctant to come to St. Bernard because 
of the constant threat to close the school.    

     Sr. Mary Francis added that a commit-
ment to continue the school for the next 
three to five years must be made, because 
sisters did not wish to come to a school 
for a short time.  

     Two years later, Mack sent a letter 
about parish finances to parishioners stat-
ing: “The continuance of the parish school 
will depend upon the advice that is re-
ceived from the Planning Commission of 
the Diocesan Board of Education and the 
final decision of the Parish Council.” 

     Despite the recommendation of the 
planning commission that a parish refer-
endum be conducted, the parish council 
voted on Jan. 23, 1974 to continue opera-
tion of the parish school.  

     Sr. Rose Kordick, who was the princi-
pal of the school at the time, made an im-
passioned plea for Catholic schools.  

     “Investment has become better with 
time. Catholic schools are able to take 
action because of the freedom of our 
school system,” she is reported as saying.  

     “The goals of our school are different 
today than in the past. Our school has the 
potential to continue to have an impact on 
the total parish and civic community be-
cause it is a good school and has many 
good things going for it.” 

     After some discussion, Mack said he 
fought closure of the school for years, but 
the parish’s financial situation was not 
improving.  

     He was asked if he would recommend 
closure of the school. Mack said he would 
have to recommend closure for the 1973-
74 school year. 

     It had to be hard for Mack, who was 
the first full-time pastor here at St. Ber-
nard.  

     “My first goal was to have a parish 
school,” he wrote in his memoirs.  

     Despite his recommendation for clo-
sure, the parish council voted 10-7 to con-
tinue the school. 

     In February, a new parish council was 
installed with Rogan as the president.   

     At their first meeting on March 14, 

1974, the new members learned that 
with the resignation of Sr. Rose and Sr. 
Angelita, a sixth grade teacher, there 
may be no sisters at the school for the 
next school year. They were also told 
that none of the lay teachers were Cath-
olic.  

     Because of this situation, one parish 
council member said the council should 
reconsider the action taken in February 
to continue the school.  

     After much discussion and at least 
four motions on the floor, the parish 
council decided to hold a special meet-
ing the following week to discuss the 
closure. 

     During the special meeting, the Edu-
cation and Finance Committees provid-
ed reports and comments were allowed 
by several parishioners in attendance.  

     When they were done, a motion was 
made to close St. Bernard School effec-
tive at the end of the 1973-74 school 
year. The vote was 13-7 in favor of the 

motion.  

     Lorena Gordon summed it up best in 
her history of St. Bernard parish written 
in 1998. 

     “Almost as soon as the Second Vati-
can Council was formally concluded on 
December 8, 1965, the life of the Church 
began to change and to change drastically.  

     “One of the most painful aspects of the 
post Conciliar Church was the demise of 
many Catholic schools. Often the lack of 
teaching Sisters due to vocational de-
creases forced parishes to decide to close 
their schools. Shifts in population or the 
aging of certain populations also were 
factors in these decision. Saint Bernard’s 
school would not escape these forces.  

     “It was a difficult time for pastor, asso-
ciates, teachers, students, council and all 
parishioners,” according to the history. “It 
marked the end of a noble part of the 
parish’s history. 

     “(But) out of these difficult circum-
stances arose a new opportunity. Once 
again under the leadership of Monsignor 
Mack the parish pushed forward. This 
time into the field of Religious Education.  

     “Professional Directors of Religious 
Education were hired.  

     “A new and vibrant way of showing 
the faith was initiated. The directors guide 
lay catechists in the religious formation of 
the children and youth and adults of the 
parish.” 

     The Religious Education program re-
mains today as one of the parish’s great 
strengths.  
     Two staff members guide about 40 
catechists in the teaching of over 300 stu-
dents in the elementary, middle school 
and high school grades, and the building 
that once housed our school has become 
the center of religious education for the 
parish. 

 


