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Alumni Spotlight
Luke Ewing ~ Class of 2003

For Leslie High
School alumnus
Luke Ewing, grow-
ing up in the small,
tight-knit town of
Leslie meant being
surrounded by com-
munity spirit, ath-
letic pride, and a
support system that shaped who he
would become—foundations that even-
tually led him to the Air Force Acade-
my and later the California coast.

Luke remembers Leslie as “a great
place to grow up”—a place where eve-
ryone knew each other and Friday night
football brought the whole town togeth-
er. Among his favorite memories is the
legendary Hawk Mobile, a run-down
1980s wood-paneled station wagon he
and friends bought for $40, fixed up,
and drove to school on game days. It
became a cherished tradition: their
moms rode in it during the homecoming
parade, it traveled to regional playoff
games, and for years the keys were
passed down to the next class of seniors
at Honors Night.

He credits a village of mentors—
teachers, coaches, church leaders, com-
munity members, and family—with
shaping his character. Coaches Van-
Dyke, Farley, Manson, Shafer, Derr and
Ward, along with teachers like Mr. Bar-
bour, Mr. Ball, Mr. Shafer, and Mrs.
Scofield, each played an important role
among countless others.

Upon reflection, his decision of
where to attend college to play football
would become one of the most pivotal
in his life up to that point. At the
prompting of his coaches, he included

the Air Force Academy as a possibil-
ity—an idea Luke had not initially con-
sidered. The commitment was daunting,
but choosing that path opened doors he
never imagined. During his freshman
year, it became immediately clear he
would be competing with incredibly
talented and brilliant peers. “I wasn’t
exactly sure what to expect when I ar-
rived, but I was quickly humbled,”
Luke recalls.

The Academy pushed him academi-
cally, emotionally, spiritually, and
physically. Injuries shortened his foot-
ball career, but the experience reshaped
him for the better. “I gained so much
more than just the chance to play foot-
ball at the Division 1 level,” he says. “I
grew in ways I never could have imag-
ined.” He graduated with an expanded
network and renewed confidence (not to
mention meeting his wife in Colorado),
ready to tackle his leadership roles on
active duty and eager for the possibili-
ties ahead.

Luke’s first assignment took him to
Oklahoma, where he led 300 personnel
at just 22 years old. “Talk about dynam-
ic challenges—I had to learn fast and
lead people with far more experience in
complex operations.” He later deployed
to South America and moved into roles
developing next-generation space tech-
nologies in Los Angeles and managing
weapons programs for the Pentagon.

Eager for a new challenge, Luke
eventually found his way into finance,
where he worked at Goldman Sachs in
New York and L.A. as an investment
banker helping major companies navi-
gate mergers and acquisitions. He later
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As the Leslie Public Schools
Foundation concludes its first year of
newsletters, we celebrate a year de-
fined by growth, community connec-
tion, and meaningful progress. What
began as a new communication effort
quickly became a powerful way to
highlight the people, programs, and
partnerships that make Leslie Public
Schools extraordinary.

One of our milestones this year
was launching the Blackhawk Net-
work, uniting alumni, current and
former staff, and supporters of LPS.
Membership grew quickly, and we’ve
continued our projects of digitizing
historic class composites, updating
our website, and debuting this news-
letter to spotlight our alumni. As the
network continues to grow, our goal
is for it to become a central hub for
Foundation news, alumni stories, and
updates that keep our community
connected.

Throughout 2025, the Foundation
funded innovative teacher mini-grants
across all buildings. These grants
supported projects such as:

e Aquaponics science stations

o Flexible seating options and
sensory supports

o Classroom headphone sets

e Social-emotional “Solution

Suitcases”

e Instrument acquisition and re-
pair

e Chromebook keyboard covers

Continued on page 4



Staff Spotlight
Thom Ball - English Teacher

Ask any LHS alum who graduated
between 1975 and 2011, “Who used
the most red ink in the history of
LHS?” The answer will undoubtedly
be Mr. Ball. Some students even
joked  that
when their
papers were
returned, it
was hard to
see the hand-
written  or
typed work
beneath the sea of red ink.

Yet behind the teacher known for
his ever-ready red pen—and his quick
-witted comebacks—was someone
who cared deeply about his students
and wanted the very best for them.
For those planning to go on to college,
he was determined they would enter
with strong writing skills. He felt a
genuine responsibility to prepare his
students for life after graduation.

For Thom Ball, teaching wasn’t
originally a lifelong ambition.
“College was an expectation in my
family—so I went, choosing Central
Michigan University,” he recalled. “I
just kept going to class and having fun
until my junior year, when my advisor
brought me into his office and told me
I needed to declare a major. I asked
what I had the most credits in. He
said, ‘English.” I said, ‘Okay, English
itis.””

He continued, “During my senior
year, they asked me what I was going
to do with an English major. My an-
swer was, ‘I don’t know.” But I re-
membered that when I was younger, a
family member once asked me what I
wanted to be when I grew up, and 1
said ‘a teacher.” I hadn’t given it
much thought since, but it was an an-
swer—and my advisor wanted one. So
my answer became, “A teacher.”
(Editor’s note: Those who know Mr.
Ball can easily imagine the entire
scenario—his advisor outlining op-
tions and offering guidance, and Mr.
Ball responding in his classic fashion:

“English it is.” “I don’t know.” “A
teacher.”)

In addition to teaching high
school English and AP English,
Thom served as a graduation advisor
for more than 20 years. He began as
co-advisor with former business
teacher Carol VanDyke, and contin-
ued the role for the remaining years
with history teacher Pat Ainslie. Eve-
ry senior—whether or not they took
his English class—remembers the
well-defined expectations for Honors
Night and graduation.

Reflecting on those years, he said,
“It wasn’t that I wanted rigid require-
ments, but I had been to enough cere-
monies at other schools, or heard
from colleagues about theirs, and I
wanted Leslie’s to be a step above. |
wanted an experience students would
remember with pride. They worked
hard to earn that diploma, and they
deserved a ceremony that recognized
that.”

When asked what Leslie meant to
him, Thom replied, “In a sense, I
grew up there. I was 22 years old
when I started teaching. You’re really
not grown up at 22. I grew both pro-
fessionally and personally. Leslie
became my home, and I loved teach-
ing there.”

Finally, when asked what he
hopes students remember about him,
he said, “I hope they remember more
than the red pen and the smart-aleck
comebacks. I hope they know how
much I enjoyed my time with them. I
learned as much from them as I hope
they learned from me.”

For all the years, all the students,
and all the stories that filled his class-
room, there is one truth that remains
clear: long after the red ink has faded,
Mr. Ball’s lessons—both written and
unwritten—continue to guide those
fortunate enough to sit in his class-
room.

How You Can Help

As we close out the year, we’re
reminded how much every act of gen-
erosity strengthens the Leslie commu-
nity. Your support helps us expand
classroom opportunities, respond to
real needs, and continue the programs
that uplift our students and teachers.
Every gift—large or small—helps
brighten the path ahead for Black-
hawks across all grade levels.

When you contribute to the Foun-
dation, you’re investing in meaningful
experiences that shape students’ fu-
tures. Your donation makes it possible
to fund mini-grants, celebrate staff
and alumni, and support Iinitiatives
that keep our district strong. Together,
we can continue building a future our
students deserve.

How To Give
Choose the Giving Tier that’s
right for you:

Blackhawk Friend: $1 - $99
Blackhawk Supporter: $100 - $499
Blackhawk Leader: $500 - $999
Blackhawk Champion: $1,000 - $4,999
Blackhawk Legacy: $5,000 and above

Choose a Donation Platform:

@LPS _Foundation m

venmo

Leslie Public '

Schools Foundation

PayPal
Scan the QR code to ‘;.' e
visit our donation .% ,x{
b3
page. {,‘g"‘.:;_.
e
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@i
Checks to:
LPS Foundation
P.O. Box 322

Leslie, MI 49251
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joined a private equity firm founded by
fellow Academy graduates and recently
launched a firm of his own. Through it
all, adaptability and persistence have
been his greatest strengths: “Having the
confidence to be thrust into any environ-
ment and knowing you will outwork
everyone to figure out a solution—that’s
been a key differentiator.”

Faith, family, humility, and the val-
ues he learned in Leslie—hard work,
determination, and remembering where
you come from—have stayed with him.
“The Air Force Academy taught me to
navigate difficult situations with poise,”
he says. “Be confident, be agile, and use
whatever unique skill set you possess to
set yourself up for future success.”

His advice to today’s students is
clear:

- Don’t limit yourself—"It’s a very big
world with a lot of opportunities.”

- Don’t sell yourself short — think expo-
nentially and dream big.

- Lean into your strengths and let them
open doors.

- Keep pressing—hard work covers a lot
of flaws.

Luke and his wife, Ann—an attorney
who played volleyball at Duke—mnow
have two children. With two athletic
parents, it’s no surprise their kids are
drawn to sports. Although Luke’s foot-
ball career ended sooner than he hoped,
coaching his kids’ athletic teams and
passing down his experiences has been a
full-circle moment and a highlight of his
athletic journey.

As Luke reflected on his childhood—
sports, friends, family, and the halls of
Leslie High School—one thing stood
out: no matter where life has taken him,
he still carries the same small-town spirit
he grew up with. His gratitude and fond-
ness for Leslie remain as strong as ever.

And his message to today’s students
is simple but powerful: your path may
not lead to the Air Force Academy or
across the country, but what you bring to
the world is just as meaningful. No mat-
ter where you go, a piece of Leslie goes
with you. Luke Ewing is a testament to
the lasting impact of growing up in
Leslie.

The Leslie Public Schools Founda-
tion is guided by dedicated board mem-
bers committed to supporting students,
teachers, and the wider community.
This month, we highlight Jeff Manthei,
a longtime trustee whose service to
Leslie spans decades.

Jeff  joined
the  Foundation
while serving as
Superintendent
and chose to re-
main even after
retiring. “I'm
invested in giv-
ing back to stu-
dents and teachers,” he says. “The
Foundation allows me to continue sup-
porting education.”

With deep knowledge of the district,
Jeff views his role as both practical and
purposeful. “I’m a historian—I’ve been
around long enough to understand
where we’ve been and where we’re
going. As a trustee, I meet people, share
the Foundation’s vision, and help the
community understand our work.”

His commitment is rooted in a life-
long belief in investing in young peo-
ple. “People invested in me when I was
in school,” he reflects. “When we sup-
port students, we’re investing in our
community’s future.”

Jeff believes the Foundation’s great-
est impact comes from meeting real
needs—providing materials, resources,
and facilities that truly make a differ-
ence and help students and teachers
succeed. Looking ahead, Jeff hopes to
expand community involvement. I
want the Foundation to become more
widely known and bring more people
into supporting our work.”

His favorite part of serving as a
trustee? Witnessing the direct impact.
“When we support a teacher and it
helps students learn and grow—that’s
the best part,” Jeff says.

In October, the Leslie Public
Schools Foundation visited more
than 30 local businesses, delivering
Foundation coffee mugs filled with
treats and a pen as a small token of
appreciation.
These  visits
were an oppor-
tunity to per-
sonally thank
the  business
owners  who
choose to in-
vest in Leslie’s
future.

Local businesses play a vital role
in the strength of a small town. When
a business chooses Leslie, it contrib-
utes to:

e A strong local economy
through jobs and community
investment

e A vibrant small-town identity
built on personal connections

e A stronger school district that
helps make Leslie a place
where families want to live

Their success directly supports the
environment in which our students
learn and grow.

The LPS Foundation’s mission is
to enhance learning opportunities for
all students and staff. Our work—
classroom grants, student programs,
and innovative supports—is strength-
ened by a thriving business commu-
nity that believes in Leslie’s future.

Our October visits were a simple
way to say thank you for choosing
Leslie and for contributing to a com-
munity that uplifts its schools. We
are grateful for the warm conversa-
tions and the pride each business
shared in being part of Leslie.

The Foundation values its contin-
ued partnership with local businesses
and appreciates their commitment to
the community. To all who support
Leslie—thank you. Your commit-
ment truly makes a difference.
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Each project helped teachers bring
learning to life and ensured students
had tools and experiences that inspire
curiosity, confidence, and engagement.
We have also just awarded our fall
2025 mini-grant recipients and look
forward to highlighting their amazing
projects in an upcoming newsletter.

This year’s newsletters featured
powerful stories from Blackhawks
spanning generations.

Alumni Spotlights included:

e Dave Latter Jr. (1940): Multi-
sport professional athlete, U.S.
Army veteran, and the founder of
a five-generation Leslie legacy.

e The Fogg Family: Over 130 years
of contributions to Leslie through
farming, business, and communi-
ty leadership.

e David Wetoskey (2005): Local
business owner whose journey
highlights resilience and
hometown pride.

e Luke Ewing (2003): Air Force
Academy graduate, military lead-
er, and finance professional
shaped by small-town values.

Staff Spotlights included:

e Darell Vinton: 32-year LPS
teacher and coach who built last-
ing relationships.

e Ann Howard: Beloved cook and
playground aide whose kindness
touched generations.

e Thom Ball: Legendary English
teacher known for his red pen,
humor, and dedication to student
success.

These stories celebrated the people
who make Leslie remarkable—those
who built our past, those shaping our
present, and those inspiring our future.
Throughout the year, we recognized
students excelling in academics, athlet-
ics, arts, and technology. Highlights
included a National Merit Commenda-
tion, a Congressional App Challenge
winner, state and conference champi-

ons, art competition winners, and es-
say and Mileage Club honorees. Their
hard work and talent reflect the
strength and potential of today’s
Blackhawks.

This fall, we launched our first full
annual campaign—Fueling the Fu-
ture: Every Gift Ignites a Brighter
Tomorrow.” With increased outreach
and community engagement, the cam-
paign helped broaden support for
teacher grants, student opportunities,
and Foundation programs. Every do-
nation—large or small—makes a
meaningful difference for our schools.

In October, the Foundation visited
more than 30 local businesses to de-
liver Foundation mugs filled with
treats and to say thank you for choos-
ing Leslie. Local businesses are vital
to the strength of a small town and
directly support the growth of our
district. Their partnership reinforces
the mission of the Foundation and the
success of our students.

As we move into 2026, we remain
committed to:

o Expanding teacher mini-grants

e Growing the Blackhawk Net-
work

e Continuing alumni, staff, and
student spotlights

e Strengthening community en-
gagement

e Listening closely to the needs of
students and educators

This first year has shown what is pos-

sible when a community comes to-
gether with shared purpose.

Thank you, Blackhawks, for read-
ing, supporting, donating, and con-
necting. Together, we are building a
brighter future for Leslie Public
Schools—and together, we ignite
brighter tomorrows.

If you missed any of our newsletters, you
can find them on our website at
https://Ips.foundation
under the
Blackhawk Network page.
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Once a Blackhawk, Always a Blackhawk.
Uniting Alumni, Staff, and Friends of Leslie Public Schools.

Stay connected with everything
happening at the Leslie Public Schools
Foundation! Whether you're an alum-
ni, current or former staff member, or
a supporter of the district, we’d love
for you to join the Blackhawk Net-
work.

Scan the QR code to sign up and
stay in the loop with future newslet-
ters, Foundation updates, alumni news,
and upcoming events.  You can also
join by visiting our website—
lps.foundation—and click on the
Blackhawk Network page.

Follow us on Facebook.

Leslie Public Schools Foundation




