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Freedom celebrated at
Dignitaries visit
as state-of-the-art

school is opened

By MALINDA Rust
STAFF WRITER
MRUST@SWOKNEWS.COM

INHOFE tary  School

morning
was much
more joyous.

Students
decked out B
in patriotic
polos, trib-
N utes to he-
roes inside
and outside
the class-

Rossi

room, and thanks to everyone willing to in-
vest in the future of over a thousand mili-
tary children in the community were just a
few highlights of a ribbon-cutting ceremo-

U.S. Sen. Jim Inhofe’s tel-
evised description of live-
fire military installations
filling their communities
with “the sound of free- |
dom” inspired the name for |
Fort Sill’s massive new ele-
mentary school, but the |
sound of Freedom Elemen-
Thursday

WESTPHAL

Road schools on post.

ny hosted at the school, built to replace the
dilapidated Sheridan Road and Geronimo

Guest speakers from the community, the

state and national agencies shared their
elation at the almost-finished project be-
fore touring the 200,000-foot, $45 million fa-
cility, which is filled with top-of-the-line
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Years of persuasion, planning and funding culminated in a roar of excitement at Freedom Elementary School Thursday as dozens of state, national and local
officials celebrated the formal opening of a school that truly is a cut above the rest. Freedom, a massive facility still in the process of construction, was fund-
ed through Department of Defense grant money secured by U.S. Senator Jim Inhofe and U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia Joseph Westphal nearly five years
ago to ensure the needs of military dependents were met. Now, the school is considered to be the standard for all future elementary schools.

technological tools, safe rooms and energy-
saving features. Planning for a new facility
started

in 2010 following an inves-
SEE FREEDOM, 2A

FREEDOM: Schoo
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tigative report on military
schools published in Newsweek.
The schools at Fort Sill were later
evaluated as some of the schools
in direst need of repair or re-
placement on a prioritized list of
about 30 schools on military in-
stallations in the country.

Ambassador to Saudi Arabia

big supporter of initiative

U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Ara-
bia Joseph Westphal, the former
under secretary of the Army who
was instrumental in helping In-
hofe secure Department of De-
fense funding to repair and re-
build schools on military bases,
flew from across the world to ad-
dress the students at Freedom
Thursday. Inhofe and Westphal
worked to assist a congressional
push to secure $250 million to
renovate schools on military
bases, recognizing that military
families deserve better.

Those funds were set aside in
2011 after plans to build another
school had already been formu-
lating, and the district eventually
secured $37 million from the De-
partment of Defense to build
Freedom; Lawton Public Schools
provided $8 million toward the
construction. Ground was broken
in April 2013, and about two years
later, the doors opened.

Beauchamp, Shanklin, Deighan
enjoy seeing work pay off
Fort Sill Commander Maj. Gen.
John Rossi joined dignitaries cel-
ebrating the school. Former Law-
ton  Superintendent Barry
Beauchamp, who spent countless
hours writing the initial funding
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From left: Lawton Public Schools Superintendent Tom Deighan, U.S. Sen. Jim Inhofe,
U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia Joseph W. Westphal and Oklahoma Governor Mary
Fallin joined a host of city, state and federal officials as well as 1,200 enthralled stu-
dents and teachers Thursday for a special ceremony celebrating the formal opening
of Freedom Elementary School at Fort Sill.

proposal and helping with plan-
ning, couldn’t conceal his elation,
gingerly grasping a segment of
the long red ribbon snipped
alongside board of education
members, elected officials and
students. The school, which he
considers to be a “pinnacle” of his
time with the district, is more
wonderful than he’d dreamed,
and he said he was having a hard
time to speak through the mas-
sive smile on his face.

“The dream has come true,” he
said. “The most wonderful thing
about it wasn’t what it could do
for me, but what it could do for a
whole community ... It took a
whole village and not one person
didn’t step up, and I think we

ought to be proud of the support
we got and obviously the results.”
Mikel Shanklin, principal of
Freedom, said the 1,130 students
at the school love their “fantastic,
wonderful building” and are hav-
ing no problems adjusting to the
change. The student bodies were
actually merged in May. When
the final pre-kindergarten wing
of the school is completed — con-
struction began immediately fol-
lowing the demolition of Geroni-
mo Road in June — the school will
be able to house 1,400 students.
In his address, Lawton Superin-
tendent Tom Deighan reminded
the students to remember their
happiness Thursday and to un-
derstand that people — who will

never meet them or the children
that may eventually attend the
school, become a teacher or serve
in the armed forces — cared
enough about their future to act
on their behalf. The superinten-
dent asked the students to be will-
ing to act on behalf of others they
may or may never meet in the
same fashion.

Fallin, Westphal, Hofmeister:
Freedom sets ‘standard’

That hard work put forth to en-
sure military dependents are not
left behind was even more reason
for the children to be sure to
“read and study,” Oklahoma Gov.
Mary Fallin said.

While Westphal entertained
thanks from many of the guest
speakers for his role in helping to
secure funding for the school, he
took his time at the podium to
thank the teachers at Freedom.

“You really are the backbone of
our country; the future of our
country is in your hands,” West-
phal said. We all serve our coun-
try in different ways, and teach-
ers have one of the largest roles
to play, he said.

State Superintendent of Educa-
tion Joy Hofmeister echoed that
point, reminding students that an-
other form of freedom comes
from having a quality education,
which is made possible through
the teachers in their schools.

Freedom Elementary School is
considered to be the new stan-
dard for modern elementary
schools, the “benchmark” for how
schools should be built, Westphal
said.

Inhofe said that in 10 years

| ‘dream come true’

everyone will look back, wonder-
ing where the standard was set,
and they will find Freedom. But
the school also stands as a testa-
ment to the cooperative relation-
ship between Fort Sill and Lawton
as well as among local, state and
federal government.

“Thanks to Senator Inhofe we
were able to get a lot of support
from the Senate and in Congress
for the same reasons there was
support here — these were the
kids of our military men and
women. ... The schools had really
gone downhill on military bases ...
mostly in the Army; I think Con-
gress felt we needed to invest in
this.”

Inhofe: Freedom helps
secure Lawton’s future

By helping military depend-
ents, Inhofe said, Lawton’s future
is secured in the process.

“In all the BRAC (base realign-
ment and closure) runs we’ve had
since 1987, Oklahoma is the only
state in which all five military in-
stallations have improved and in-
creased missions,” he said. “Why
is that? It’s the support we see
here. Do you think all communi-
ties do that? No.”

The military seriously consid-
ers quality of life aspects when
relocating families, and educa-
tion is largely factored into re-
alignment decisions. Inhofe said
he’s confident Freedom will be
just another way to show the un-
shakable dedication of Lawton
and Fort Sill to work together to
improve conditions for the entire
community of “wonderful peo-
ple” living here.



