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INTRODUCTION 

Dr. Lisa Caparelli-Ruff (“Dr. Caparelli-Ruff”) was elected to her position as Superintendent of Will 
County Regional Office of Education on November 29, 2022, and was sworn into office on July 3, 
2023. Soon after, she identified irregularities in the financial reporting of the Professional 
Development Alliance – of which the Will County Regional Office of Education is a member. She 
retained Prescient on November 1, 2023, to investigate these irregularities and provide a report 
of any findings. Dr. Caparelli-Ruff also retained Garrett Discovery Inc. to examine five servers that 
were abandoned by the Professional Development Alliance. Garrett Discovery imaged and 
analyzed numerous relevant emails from these servers. 

At the direction of Dr. Caparelli-Ruff, Prescient conducted research regarding the Professional 
Development Alliance and its alleged inappropriate ties with Vista Learning NFP, EvaluWise, and 
The Majestic Isle Casino. Dr. Caparelli-Ruff also asked Prescient to investigate whether certain 
Professional Development Alliance employees’ participation in the Illinois Municipal Retirement 
Fund was inappropriate.  
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KEY FINDINGS 

• The Professional Development Alliance (“PDA”) is an intergovernmental agency that has
become a major service provider for a private business enterprise, Vista Learning NFP
(“Vista”), as well as the Majestic Island Casino located in Antigua.

• Certain PDA employees are paid by Vista, with their salaries passed through the PDA’s
payroll, enabling the employees to be eligible for state pension benefits. This practice may
be illegal.

• Some PDA employees working for Vista are contracted to spend as much as 90% or 100%
of their time – the duty hours required for pension eligibility – on work for Vista, not the
PDA. This likely falls outside the guidelines for eligibility set forth by the pension fund.

• The PDA and Vista have overlapping governance. PDA board members also sat on the
board of Vista, including current Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent Chris Mehochko.
Jay Linksman served as executive director of both the PDA and Vista. The PDA and Vista
entered into service agreements benefiting Vista, likely violating state law that bars public
officeholders from involvement in such contracts.

• The PDA and Vista have overlapping operations. Vista has always used PDA resources –
such as servers – in its operations, which included tech support and services for private
companies. This likely violates state law, which limits the use of public funds and property
for public functions only.

• Vista paid certain PDA employees hundreds of thousands of dollars in bonuses, which
would violate laws banning gifts to public employees.

• The PDA has violated the intergovernmental agreement that authorized its creation. The
agreement, which set out that the PDA was to provide professional development services
to school districts, never made a provision for the PDA to contract out its employees or
resources.

• It is likely that once the questionable relationship between the PDA and Vista was made
public in local media, individuals involved attempted to cover it up.
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THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE’S RELATIONSHIP 
WITH VISTA LEARNING NFP 

The Creation of the Professional Development Alliance 

In 1995, the Professional Development Alliance (“PDA”) was established through an 
intergovernmental agreement between the Will County and Grundy/Kendall Regional Offices of 
Education (“ROE”).1 Its purpose was to administer professional development services for the 
school districts belonging to these ROEs, and it was to be funded by the professional development 
budgets allocated to the ROEs by the Illinois State Board of Education.  

1 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/PDA-K-G-ROE-ROE-Intergovernmental-
Agreement.pdf  
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As set forth in the agreement, the Board of Governors for the PDA was to be made up of the Will 
County and Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendents and two additional superintendents or 
designees from each ROE, for a total of six members.2 

The Creation of Vista Learning NFP 

In February 2004, eight years after the PDA was formed, Vista Learning NFP (“Vista”) was 
incorporated as a not-for-profit corporation. Initially, Vista had four directors: Jay Linksman (PDA 
Executive Director), Richard Duran (Will County ROE Superintendent), Thomas Centowski 
(Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent), and Paul Swanstrom (Joliet High School District 
Superintendent).3 

Overlapping Governance and Operations 
Since Vista’s inception, it has had overlapping governance and operations with the PDA. ROE 
superintendents – also members of the PDA Board of Governors – sit on the board of Vista, while 
serving as superintendents.4  

Board Member 
Vista Learning NFP 

Board Term Relevant Employment 
Jay Linksman 
(founding director) 2004 - present Professional Development Alliance 

Executive Director 
Thomas Centowski 
(founding director) 2004 - 2007 Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent 

(2000 - 2007) 
Richard Duran 
(founding director) 2004 - 2013 Will County ROE Superintendent 

(1995 - 2007) 
Paul Swanstrom 
(founding director) 2004 - 2013 Joliet Township High School 

Superintendent (2002-2011) 

Jennifer Bertino-Tarrant 2008 - 2020 Will County ROE Superintendent 
(2007 - 2013) 

Paul Nordstrom 2008 - present Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent 
(2007 - 2013) 

Larry Wiers 2010 - present Troy School District Superintendent 
(2001 - 2007) 

Shawn Walsh 2014 - 2023 Will County ROE Superintendent 
(2013 - 2023) 

2 The agreement appears to contain an error: it sets forth that in addition to the ROE Superintendents, “the board 
shall also consist of two additional superintendents and/or designees, two from Will County, one from Grundy 
County and one from Kendall County.” (emphasis added) 
3 Vista Learning NFP, 2005-2007 annual reports filed with the Illinois Secretary of State. 
4 Vista Learning NFP, 2005-2022 annual reports filed with the Illinois Secretary of State. 
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Chris Mehochko 2014 - 2023 Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent 
(2013 - present) 

Patti Furlano 2014 - present ROE/PDA Regional Coordinator 
(1998 - 2013) 

Diane Cepela 2023 - present Fairmont School District Superintendent 
(2017 - 2022) 

See Appendix B for a detailed chart of Vista’s board members throughout its existence. 

Vista’s Board Members 
Until this year, whoever held the office of Will County ROE Superintendent, served as the Vista 
board’s president and treasurer; as reported to the Illinois Secretary of State in early 2023, the 
seats were transferred to the Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent.  

• Jay Linksman has been executive director of both the PDA and Vista since their inception
and serves as Vista’s board secretary.

• Paul Nordstrom was vice president of Vista’s board from 2008 to 2013, while he was
Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent.5 He remained on the Vista board as a director after
leaving office.

• Larry Wiers joined the Vista board as a director in 2010, after retiring as superintendent
of the Troy School District, where he had worked since the 1970s.6 7

• Patti Furlano (“Furlano”) became vice president of the Vista board as of January 2023. She
had been a board director for Vista since 2014. Previously, from 1998 to 2013, Furlano
was reportedly a regional coordinator for the PDA.8 According to publicly available
records, as a former employee of the PDA, Furlano receives monthly annuities of
approximately $1,400 from the IMRF.9

5 https://www.linkedin.com/in/paul-nordstrom-aa296546 
6 https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/95/HR/PDF/09500HR0376lv.pdf 
7 https://lewisflyers.com/news/2022/5/26/general-lewis-athletics-to-unveil-2022-hall-of-fame-class-at-flyer-
athletic-fund-golf-outing.aspx 
8 https://www.linkedin.com/in/patti-furlano-22357a10/ 
9 https://www.openthebooks.com/members/employer-detail/?Id=70873&tab=2 
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• Grundy/Kendall ROE Superintendent Chris Mehochko (“Mehochko”) became Vista’s board 
president and treasurer as of 2023.10 He previously served as vice president on the board. 
Mehochko, as noted later in this report, signed Vista’s questionable new contract with the 
Grundy/Kendall ROE. (See: The Attempted Coverup.) 

 
• Until losing his seat as Will County ROE Superintendent in the last election, Shawn Walsh 

(“Walsh”) was Vista’s board president and secretary. He is now Director of District/School 
Leadership at the Illinois State Board of Education.11 Walsh is well-connected, through his 
family, to Illinois politics: his father, Larry Walsh, was Will County Executive in 2013, when 
Walsh was appointed by the Will County Board to fill the ROE Superintendent position;12 
and his brother, Larry Walsh Jr., is an Illinois State Representative.13 14 

 
Although Vista reported to the Illinois Secretary of State that these six individuals would make up 
its board for 2023, the organization appears to have changed plans. Vista updated its website 
sometime after June 10, 2023, removing Walsh and Mehochko from its list of board members, 
and making Furlano president and treasurer.15 Added to the board was Dr. Diane Cepela, a retired 
school superintendent.16 (See: The Attempted Coverup.) 
 
Operational Overlap 
In addition to its governance, the operations of the PDA and Vista appear to have significant 
overlap since Vista’s formation in 2004.  
 
Jay Linksman (“Linksman”) has served as executive director of both the PDA and Vista since each 
was formed. The PDA and Vista share an address, 2705 McDonough Street in Joliet.17 18  
 

 
10 Vista Learning NFP, 2023 Annual Report filed with the Illinois Secretary of State. 
11 https://www.isbe.net/Documents/ISBE-Org-Chart.pdf 
12 https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/ct-xpm-2013-02-14-chi-walsh-will-county-school-superintendent-
20130214-story.html 
13 https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/naperville-sun/ct-nvs-will-county-exec-larry-walsh-dead-st-0605-
20200604-7ybiecpbbngjhfmoq2ieih35xu-story.html 
14 https://www.ilga.gov/house/Rep.asp?GA=103&MemberID=3059 
15 https://web.archive.org/web/20230610142441/https://vistalearning.org/about-us/board-members 
16 https://www.linkedin.com/in/diane-cepela-5179ab10/ 
17 https://www.vistalearning.org/about-us 
18 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/dr-jay-linksman 
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Vista’s website was registered by the PDA’s Jason Bross (“Bross”) on April 29, 2004.19 Bross has 
been employed by the PDA since the 1990s, according to the agency’s website.20 

 
Domain registration record for vistaonline.org 

PDA employees have not hidden their associations with Vista. Longtime PDA employee Mary 
Chignoli uploaded a picture file for the agency’s logo, which also included Vista, to her LinkedIn 
profile.21 

  
Mary Chignoli LinkedIn profile 

 
19 Jason Bross/PDA remained the domain’s administrative contact until 2014, when its registration records were 
made private. 
20 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/jason-bross 
21 https://www.linkedin.com/in/mary-chignoli-b9b81bb8/ 
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Additional PDA employees, such as Joel Rogers22 and Tara Ehlers,23 include in their staff 
descriptions on the PDA website that they do work for Vista. (See also: The Attempted Coverup.) 
 
In 2011 and 2012, at least, Vista was contracted to provide services for the PDA, as shown in 
agreements signed in those years: 

 
2011 Vista/PDA contract 

 
22 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/joel-rogers 
23 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/tara-ehlers 
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2012 Vista/PDA Contract 
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Early Operations and Funding 
In early versions of Vista’s website, it advertised teacher training services, technology installation 
and support services for outside organizations, and charity work (Computers 2 Kids in Need).24  

In 2014, Vista was required for the first time to file a detailed disclosure form with the Internal 
Revenue Service. At that time, it publicly disclosed for the first time that it was intricately 
connected to the PDA:25  

Our organization (Vista Learning, NFP supported by the Will, Grundy and Kendall Regional 
Offices of Education and Professional Development Alliance) solicits donations of used 
computers and then rebuilds them so they can be gifted to needy children who have been 
identified by their school principals and teachers as those who will benefit academically. 

Vista also disclosed, for the first – and last – time, the sources of its revenue from program 
services:26 

Vista Learning, 2014 Form 990 

It is certain that at least some of the technical support services disclosed here benefited a private 
business – a casino, which was also connected to a PDA employee, Hallie Brenczewski, through 
her husband, Derek Brenczewski. (For more information about Vista’s work for the Brenczewskis 
and their casino venture, see: The PDA and Vista’s Private Ventures With Public Resources.) 

24 https://web.archive.org/web/20071231143300/http://www.vistalearning.org/Services/TechServices.htm 
25 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/200709639/201521329349301392/full 
26 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/200709639/201521329349301392/full 
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The EvaluWise Contracts 
 
In 2013, nearly 10 years after its founding, Vista began selling an online teacher evaluation tool 
called EvaluWise, despite a stated mission of providing refurbished computers for needy students.  

 
2013 capture of vistalearning.org front page 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EvaluWise Trademark Registration 
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EvaluWise soon became a profitable enterprise for Vista, which it sold directly and through 
software sales agreements with companies like Florida’s Teach N Kids Learn.27 It reported 
program service revenue of $268,635 in 2014, and $455,498 by the next year.28 29 By 2022, the 
most recent tax disclosure form available, Vista reported over $1.4 million in program service 
revenue. 

Somehow, Vista achieved this revenue while reporting zero employees in federal tax disclosure 
forms. The organization did, however, report paying large consulting fees, jumping from $185,359 
in 2014 to $357,204 in 2015, and since then climbing to $887,668 in 2022.30 

(These consulting payments correspond with the wages reported by the PDA; see The Pension 
Benefits, below.)  

Vista’s growth – in revenue and expenses – appears to have been facilitated by a 2013 contract 
signed by the organization and the PDA.31 In it, the PDA agreed to provide technical services in 
support of EvaluWise. The contract was signed by ROE Superintendent/Vista board president 
Shawn Walsh on behalf of Vista, and PDA/Vista executive director Jay Linksman on behalf of the 

27 https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/evaluwise-and-teach-n-kids-learn-tkl-announce-partnership-to-
provide-online-personalized-professional-development-based-on-specific-skills-identified-through-teacher-
evaluation-300711029.html 
28 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/200709639/201521329349301392/full 
29 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/200709639/201611629349300111/full 
30 These consulting fees do not include legal or accounting fees, which are reported separately. 
31 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/PDA_Vista-6-1-2013.pdf 
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PDA. Previously, in 2011 and 2012, the PDA and Vista had signed agreements in which Vista 
provided services to the PDA. 
 

 
2013 Vista/PDA Contract for EvaluWise Services 

 
The PDA and Vista signed a new service agreement in 2017, outlining explicitly that Vista would 
pay a portion of the salaries of certain PDA employees while the PDA provided payroll services.32 
Vista would also rent space from the PDA, keeping it in close contact with the “contracted” PDA 
employees.  
 

 
 

 
32 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/CamScanner-09-13-2023-12.42.pdf 
Shawn Walsh (on behalf of Vista) and Jay Linksman (on behalf of the PDA) again signed the agreement. 
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An updated agreement signed in 2019 increased the amount of time the designated PDA 
employees were expected to do work for Vista.33 

33 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/CamScanner-09-13-2023-12.42.pdf 

2017 PDA/Vista 
Service Agreement 

2019 PDA/Vista 
Service Agreement 
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Amendments signed in 2022 and 2023 reflected similar levels of PDA employee staffing dedicated 
to Vista.34 35 

 
 

 
 
  

 
34 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Revised-Service-Agreement-Vista-and-PDA-5-
4-22.pdf 
35 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Revised-Service-Agreement-Vista-PDA-5-4-
2023.pdf 

2022 PDA/Vista 
Service Agreement 

2023 PDA/Vista 
Service Agreement 
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The staffing costs in the PDA/Vista agreements do not appear to be equal to the actual wages 
paid to the employee.36 For example, Bross was paid approximately $450,000 by the PDA 
between 2017 and 2022; during this period Vista paid the PDA more than $350,000 for an agreed 
50% of his time. 

The Public Employee Benefits 

Ultimately, since at least 2013, individuals doing work for Vista were “employed” by the PDA, 
making them eligible for state pension benefits, as well as public health care benefits. 

In available versions of the since-amended 1995 intergovernmental agreement, PDA employees 
were intended to be eligible to participate in the Illinois Teachers’ Retirement System and/or the 
Illinois Municipal Retirement Fund (IMRF).37 The PDA board of governors (reporting only two 
members at the time) also passed a resolution in July 1996 to enable it to apply to participate in 
the IMRF.38 39 

The PDA is currently listed as an IMRF-eligible employer on the IMRF website.40 

36 https://www.openthebooks.com/members/employer-detail/?Id=70873&tab=1 
37 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/PDA-K-G-ROE-ROE-Intergovernmental-
Agreement.pdf  
38 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Resolution-for-Participation-6357-1.pdf 
39 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/7-26-96-Minutes.pdf  
40 https://www.imrf.org/en/about-imrf/transparency/imrf-employers-search  



  

  

 Prescient / p. 17 

Since at least 2017, Linksman has received a monthly annuity of between $10,000 and $12,000 
from the Illinois Teachers’ Retirement System through his employment with the PDA, according 
to public state pension records.41 Meanwhile, in its 2019 tax disclosure statement, Vista reported 
Linksman worked 20 hours per week for the organization, earning approximately $30,000 
annually.42 Vista reported no compensation for him in previous or subsequent years.  
 
The Vista contractors employed by the PDA (as outlined in the service agreements) do not appear 
in payroll databases for the State of Illinois43 or Will County.44 They are found, however, in public 
records data sourced from IMRF.45 The wages paid to the Vista-contracted employees from 2017 
to 2022 total $1.9 million – just over 50 percent of the PDA’s total wages paid in this period, and 
seven of the nineteen employees are Vista contractors.  
 

 Wages Paid 2017-2022  

PDA Employees 
Who Worked as 
Vista Contractors 

Jason E Bross $451,716.50 

Total: 
$1,912,812.40 

Emily Dryier $20,258.00 
Tara L Ehlers $286,066.18 
Brett M Housman $227,382.96 
Joel M Rogers $393,084.94 
Steven R Scranton $396,803.84 
Megan Shea $137,499.98 

Dedicated PDA 
Employees 

Susan M Blaine $1,205.12 

Total: 
$1,807,738.64 

 

Hallie Brenczewski $421,534.01 
Deanna M Chapman $135,525.35 
Mary Chignoli $421,534.01 
Kimberly S Elleby $13,149.98 
Michelle Gannon $30,952.40 
Agime Jusufi $25,113.43 
Henry J Kopeika $347,040.70 
Alexia M Lopez $103,506.81 
Maria M Martinez $10,999.98 
Deann L Wheeler $22,866.11 
Terese H Wills $274,310.74 

 
41 https://www.openthebooks.com/members/employer-detail/?Id=70873 
42 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/200709639/202031479349300233/full 
43 https://illinoiscomptroller.gov/financial-reports-data/data-sets-portals/salary-database 
44 https://openpayrolls.com/county/will-county-il  
45 https://www.openthebooks.com/members/employer-detail/?Id=70873&tab=1 
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This proportion of contractor/employee salaries continues: in the PDA’s proposed budget for 
2024, the agency expects to pay $1.1 million in salaries (plus more than $450,000 in benefits, 
including $66,000 for IMRF/Teachers’ Retirement Fund); it forecasts receiving $499,000 from 
Vista.46 

Obviously, the IMRF data shows the PDA’s wages amounts closely correlate with the “consulting” 
expenses Vista reported in federal tax disclosure forms: 

According to Illinois Leaks/Edgar County Watchdogs, Vista also paid nearly $875,000 in bonuses 
to six PDA employees between 2017 and 2023:47 

• Joel Rogers – $170,120.39
• Steven Scranton – $171,305.21
• Tara Ehlers – $163,724.98
• Brett Housman – $126,231.45
• Jason Bross – $170,414.39
• Megan Shae – $70,071.98 (since 2020)
• Emily Dryier – $2,872.19 (for 2017 and 2018 only)

46 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/pda-proposed-budget-fy24.pdf  
47 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/2023/11/874000-in-improper-gifts-from-contractor-to-roe-pda-employees/ 
The outlet obtained this information through a Freedom of Information Act request. 
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The Apparent Coverup 
 
The Proposed Dissolution 
On November 2, 2023, the PDA held a public board meeting.48 49 At the meeting, Grundy/Kendall 
County ROE Superintendent Chris Mehochko stated that he had been in discussions for years 
about dissolving the PDA by the end of June 2024 (according to the PDA intergovernmental 
agreement, in order for the PDA to be disbanded, notice would have to be given before January 
1st, and it could not be disbanded before June 2024). However, it seems unlikely that this was 
previously planned, as the PDA had already put together a 2024 proposed budget, which included 
forecasted revenue and expenses for the entire year.50 In addition, the PDA and Vista had signed 
an amended service agreement in May 2023, which also included provisions for salary increases 
in 2024.51 
 
Currently, the only board meeting minutes available on the PDA website are from its July 21, 2023, 
meeting.52 There was no discussion of dissolving the PDA documented. 
 
The Employee Resignations 
As noted earlier in this report, PDA employees have publicly stated that they also work for Vista. 
However, since October 2023 – when Illinois Leaks/Edgar County Watchdog published the first in 
its series on the PDA and Vista – many of these individuals have begun to distance themselves 
from their reported overlapping employment. 
 
Brett Housman, a “technology support specialist” for the PDA and Vista, reports on his LinkedIn 
profile that he departed the PDA in October 2023 and began working at Vista in November.53 54 
The PDA paid him more than $225,000 from 2017 to 2022 – while he was contracted to spend 
75% of his time working for Vista. 
  

 
48 The public agenda is available on the PDA’s website: 
https://www.pdaonline.org/application/files/5816/9871/4045/11.2.2023_PDA_Agenda.pdf 
49 A video of the meeting is available on YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/live/NaMAMhmMC34?si=XBMpw3Nrv-NoRaJH 
50 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/pda-proposed-budget-fy24.pdf 
51 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Revised-Service-Agreement-Vista-PDA-5-4-
2023.pdf 
52 https://www.pdaonline.org/application/files/9416/9530/2584/scan0002.pdf 
53 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/brett-housman 
54 https://www.linkedin.com/in/brett-housman-91535a60/ 
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Brett Housman PDA bio 
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Brett Housman LinkedIn profile 
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Joel Rogers, project manager/technology specialist for the PDA now reports he is a senior 
manager with EvaluWise.55 56 The PDA paid him nearly $400,000 from 2017 to 2022, while he was 
contracted to spend 90% of his time with Vista.  
 

 
Joel Rogers PDA website bio 

 

 
Joel Rogers LinkedIn profile 

 

 
55 https://www.linkedin.com/in/joel-rogers-08a94946/ 
56 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/joel-rogers 
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Steven Scranton, a PDA web developer for more than 20 years, now reports he is a senior 
developer for Vista, although his LinkedIn profile also notes that he has worked on EvaluWise 
since 2012.57 58 The PDA paid him nearly $400,000 from 2017 to 2022, while for most of this 
period, he was contracted to spend 90% of his time on work for Vista. 
 

 
Steven Scranton PDA website bio 

 

  
Steven Scranton LinkedIn profile 

 
  

 
57 https://www.linkedin.com/in/steven-scranton-001b6874/ 
58 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/steven-scranton 
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Tara Ehlers, a PDA technology specialist, reports that she left the PDA in August 2023 and now 
works full-time for EvaluWise.59 60 In her LinkedIn profile, she also states that she has worked for 
EvaluWise since 2014 – concurrent with her PDA employment. The PDA paid her more than 
$280,000 from 2017 to 2022, while for most of this period she was contracted to spend 90% of 
her time on work for Vista. 

 
Tara Ehlers PDA website bio 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Tara Ehlers LinkedIn profile 
 

59 https://www.linkedin.com/in/tara-ehlers-abb86416/ 
60 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/tara-ehlers 
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On the PDA’s public agenda for its September 21, 2023, meeting, it included discussion of the 
possible resignation of the seven Vista-contracted employees.61 The PDA has not published the 
meeting minutes, to date. 

 

 
 
Approximately a week after this meeting, on October 1, Vista and the Grundy/Kendall ROE signed 
a service agreement virtually identical to the contract Vista had with the PDA.62 The 
Grundy/Kendall ROE agreed to administer payroll for the same six employees previously working 
for Vista through the PDA, as shown in the excerpt below. 

 
 

61 https://www.pdaonline.org/application/files/8216/9530/2583/scan0001.pdf 
62 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Kendal-Vista-Agreement-signed-October-1-
2023.pdf  
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The Employee Transfers 
Following the PDA’s most recent board meeting, which occurred on November 2nd, Illinois 
Leaks/Edgar County Watchdog reported that Grundy/Kendall County ROE Superintendent Chris 
Mehochko stated that this contract had been canceled by Vista Learning at the end of October, 
and that the PDA/ROE/Vista employees resigned from the Grundy/Kendall County ROE at the 
same time.63 
 
None of these newly employed contractors report in their online professional 
biographies/profiles that they are employed by the Grundy/Kendall ROE – in identified profiles 
(as noted earlier in this report), the employees state they are employed by Vista or EvaluWise. 
 
In addition, on October 28, 2023, Vista Learning’s website domain moved from an IP address 
associated with the PDA to an outside host. 
 
The Unannounced Board Changes 
Vista updated its website sometime after June 10, 2023, removing Shawn Walsh and Chris 
Mehochko from its list of board members.64 The two were replaced by Dr. Diane Cepela, a retired 
school superintendent. 
 
(next page) 

 
63 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/2023/11/will-grundy-kendall-roes-part-4-public-meeting-pda-dissolution-
and-contract-cancelation/ 
64 https://web.archive.org/web/20230610142441/https://vistalearning.org/about-us/board-members 
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Vista Learning website (June 10, 2023)   Vista Learning website (current) 
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THE PDA AND VISTA’S PRIVATE VENTURES  
WITH PUBLIC RESOURCES 
 
 

 
While on PDA property, using PDA employees and resources, Vista engaged in multiple business 
activities outside of its stated mission. While the PDA/Vista service agreements included amounts 
to be paid by Vista for occupancy, and payroll and administrative fees, it is extremely questionable 
whether the PDA should be providing such services to a private business enterprise.  
 
In addition to the largely profitable EvaluWise software development, as noted earlier in this 
report, early versions of the organization’s website advertised technical installation/support 
services: 

 
Screenshot of vistalearning.org (September 22, 2006) 
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Vista Learning’s Technical Services page, archived December 31, 200765 

 
Vista reported in 2014 (the earliest available tax disclosure year) that its revenue came from these 
services, in addition to the EvaluWise software:66 

 
Vista Learning, 2014 Form 990 

 
65 https://web.archive.org/web/20071231143300/http://www.vistalearning.org/Services/TechServices.htm 
66 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/200709639/201521329349301392/full 
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Vista’s disclosures in subsequent years report all program service revenue as “Technical 
Support/Web Design,” and do not break out the various services. However, the organization 
continued to offer “IT solutions” for years:  
 

 
Vista Learning website, November 14, 2017 
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Vista Learning website, January 31, 2023 

 
Website domain registration records show that Jason Bross, as an employee of the PDA, served 
as registrant or administrator of several websites, most of which appear to be related to either 
Vista or a school administrative body: 
 

• area1liaisons.org 
• computers2kidsinneed.org 
• evaluwise.com 
• evaluwise.org 
• fsd89.org 
• kcsec.org 
• laraway70c.org 

• sac-success.com 
• sac-success.org 
• sacsuccess.com 
• sacsuccess.org 
• schoolimprovementcoach.com 
• schoolimprovementcoach.org 
• schoolimprovmentcoach.org 
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• manhattan114.org 
• pdaonline.org 
• readinginstruction.com 
• resprodata.org 

• taft90.org 
• vistalearning.org 
• willroe.info 
• willroe.net 
• willroe.org 

 
Since May 2023, Vista has been the registrant and administrative contact for the website domain 
readinginstruction.com, which is affiliated with a business owned by Ricki Linksman, wife of Jay 
Linksman.67 68The registrant email address provided, notably, points to Jason Bross at the PDA. 

 
Website domain registration for readinginstruction.com 

 
During most of this period, Vista’s contracted work was limited to the development and support 
of EvaluWise, as set out in the initial PDA/Vista contract signed in 2013.69 Available records, 
including the website archives and tax disclosure forms described above, indicate that PDA 
employees contracted by Vista performed work outside this agreement. For example, Jason Bross 

 
67 https://www.linkedin.com/in/ricki-linksman-b17710b/ 
68 An archived version of the now-defunct website can be viewed at: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20200109230941/http://www.readinginstruction.com/ 
69 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/PDA_Vista-6-1-2013.pdf 
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provided a PDA email address, not a Vista email, when registering websites, including the Vista 
website he registered in 2004. The PDA/Vista 2017 service agreement broadened the scope of 
work – making no mention of EvaluWise. The new agreement also allowed for the PDA to perform 
services for other parties – provided that its work for Vista took priority.70  
 

 
2017 PDA/Vista Service Agreement 

 
The Majestic Isle Casino 
 
Internal emails confirm that PDA employees and PDA servers were used to benefit at least one 
for-profit private business.71 72 These emails, which date to 2014 and 2015, show that Vista 
provided email hosting services to The Majestic Isle Casino (“The Mic”).73 74 75 The email hosting 
services were provided via a PDA server. In the 2014 and 2015 internal emails, PDA employee 
Jason Bross (“Bross”) sent a Vista invoice for email hosting to The Mic’s operator, Derek 
Brenczewski (“Brenczewski”), who also happened to be the husband of a PDA employee, Hallie 
Brenczewski.76 77 78 The invoice covered a period dating back to July 2013, and related to email 
accounts for both The Mic’s domain (themic.com) and for another business affiliated with 
Brenczewski (graffle.com). 
 
 

 
70 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/CamScanner-09-13-2023-12.42.pdf 
71 https://web.archive.org/web/20131207060629/http://vistalearning.org/services/email-account-hosting/ 
72 https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/200709639/201521329349301392/full 
73 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Jan-2014-invoice-email-to-MIC.jpg 
74 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Feb-2015-email.jpg 
75 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Jan-2014-invoice-to-MIC-graffle.jpg 
76 https://www.openthebooks.com/members/employer-detail/?Id=70873&tab=1 
77 https://www.pdaonline.org/about-us/staff/hallie-brenczewski 
78 https://patch.com/illinois/joliet/defunct-downtown-joliet-restaurant-the-department--owner-derek-brenczewski-
owe-500k--interest-lawsuit 
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January 2014 email from Jason Bross to PDA/Vista colleagues 
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January 2014 invoice sent from Vista to Derek Brenczewski (The Mic) 
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January/February 2015 emails between Brenczewski and Bross  

(at Bross’ personal and PDA email addresses) 
 
Brenczewski and a group of investors reportedly purchased The MIC, then a defunct casino, for 
$15 million in 2013.79 80 Brenczewski was put in charge of efforts to re-open the casino, which 
was filmed for a Spike TV reality show, “Trouble in Paradise.”81 82 The casino appears to have 
closed again within a year.83 According to his LinkedIn profile, Brenczewski is now a self-employed 
“Crypto Currency Mining Strategist.”84 

 
79 https://www.newspapers.com/image/182216401/ 
80 https://patch.com/illinois/joliet/joliet-takes-tropics-local-business-owners-antigua-adventure-coming-tv-near-
you-0 
81 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s8NwzrRAVPg 
82 https://www.newspapers.com/image/897327381/ 
83 http://chipguide.themogh.org/cg_state2.php?id=AH 
84 https://www.linkedin.com/in/derekbrenczewski/ 
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POTENTIAL VIOLATIONS OF THE LAW 
 

 
In 2019, Vista requested its outside counsel – Wagenmaker & Oberly – provide a legal opinion on 
“retirement plan participation eligibility for people who perform extensive work for Vista Learning 
but are employees of Professional Development Alliance.”85 The attorney wrote that the 
arrangement appeared proper under IMRF guidance, and that there was no requirement that 
would necessitate the PDA employees perform any “specific or substantial” work for the PDA 
outside of the contracted work for Vista. However, the IMRF surely never intended for 90% or 
100% of the 600 or 1,000 annual “performance of duty” hours required for an employee to be 
eligible,86 would be performed in service of a private venture. Similarly, it seems highly unlikely 
that the IMRF ever anticipated that the reported “public employee” wages from eligible 
employers would actually be paid by a private company. This begs the question: why would the 
PDA even have these employees with wages paid by an outside agency unless the goal was to 
garner inappropriate pension benefits? 
 
The overlapping governance of the PDA and Vista resulted in public officers (ROE 
Superintendents) leading the board of a private company whose business stood to benefit those 
public officers. This runs afoul of the prohibited interest in contracts section of the Public Officer 
Prohibited Activities Act (50 ILCS 105/3).87 The law prohibits any public office holder from 
representing any other party in a contract with the government. However, at least one ROE 
Superintendent – at the time also president of the Vista board – signed a contract between the 
PDA and Vista. In 2013, Walsh signed the first PDA/Vista contract to develop EvaluWise:88 89 

 
 

85 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/CamScanner-09-13-2023-12.50.pdf  
86 https://www.imrf.org/AAmanual/online_AA_Manual/3.65_a.htm 
87 https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ILCS/ilcs3.asp?ActID=689&ChapterID=11 
88 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/PDA_Vista-6-1-2013.pdf 
89 In subsequent agreements, Linksman signed on behalf of Vista. 
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According to data obtained by the Illinois Leaks/Edgar County Watchdog, between 2017 and 
2023, Vista paid nearly $875,000 in bonuses to the six PDA employees contracted to do work for 
Vista.90 This violates the gift ban section of the State Officials and Employees Ethics Acts (5 ILCS 
430/10-10), which forbids employees from accepting gifts from any entity that does business or 
seeks to do business with the employee or their employer.91 92 The 1996 PDA intergovernmental 
agreement also explicitly prohibits PDA employees “directly involved in program planning, 
recommendations, advisory groups, and/or cadres shall not be paid consultation or presentation 
fees by PDA for services rendered during their regular contracted time.”93 

As discussed in more detail elsewhere in this report, PDA employees contracted to Vista also used 
government resources to benefit private businesses. The most striking example is found in PDA 
employee Jason Bross’ emails with and about Derek Brenczewski (husband of PDA employee 
Hallie Brenczewski) and The Majestic Isle Casino. Bross, using his PDA email address, 
communicated with Brenczewski about email hosting services provided by Vista. These emails 
included one in which Bross sent an invoice to Brenczewski (on Vista letterhead) from his PDA 
email address, and a related email Bross sent to his PDA/Vista colleagues at their PDA email 
addresses about the invoice. Most importantly, the servers hosting the email exchanges were 
owned by the PDA. This likely violates the Illinois State Constitution, which limits the use of public 
funds, property, and credit to public purposes only.94 

The PDA has also likely violated provisions set out in the 1996 intergovernmental agreement 
(“IGA”) that created the agency.95 According to the IGA, the PDA was to provide professional 
development services to the school districts of Will, Grundy, and Kendall counties. Although the 
IGA allowed for certain related activities like “training, technical assistance, coordination and 
planning,” and other services upon the request and support of school districts, nowhere in the 
agreement is there a provision for the PDA to develop software for sale, to contract out its own 
employees, or to provide PDA resources to a private business.  

90 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/2023/11/874000-in-improper-gifts-from-contractor-to-roe-pda-employees/ 
91 https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs5.asp?ActID=2529&ChapterID=2 
92 Although the PDA employees are not “state employees,” the Act also requires all government entities to adopt 
an ordinance or resolution no less restrictive than the state law. (5 ILCS 430/70-5) 
93 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/PDA-K-G-ROE-ROE-Intergovernmental-
Agreement.pdf 
94 https://www.ilga.gov/commission/lrb/con8.htm 
95 https://edgarcountywatchdogs.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/PDA-K-G-ROE-ROE-Intergovernmental-
Agreement.pdf 
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APPENDIX A – EXHIBITS 

1. Vista Learning, NFP: 2014 - 2023 Form 990 tax disclosure forms
2. Vista Learning, NFP: 2004 - 2023 annual reports filed with the Illinois Secretary of State
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APPENDIX B – VISTA BOARD OF DIRECTORS (2004 – 2023) 
 
 
Vista Learning NFP Board of Directors 
 
Legend:  

Will County ROE Supt. 
Grundy/Kendall 
ROE Supt. 

 
Annual 
Report 
Year 

President Secretary Vice 
President Treasurer Director Director Director Director 

2004     Richard 
Duran 

Thomas 
Centowski 

Jay 
Linksman 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

2005 Richard 
Duran 

Jay 
Linksman 

Thomas 
Centowski 

Richard 
Duran 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

   

2006 Richard 
Duran 

Jay 
Linksman 

Thomas 
Centowski 

Richard 
Duran 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

   

2007 Richard 
Duran 

Jay 
Linksman 

Thomas 
Centowski 

Richard 
Duran 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

   

2008 
Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Jay 
Linksman 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

Richard 
Duran 

  

2009 
Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Jay 
Linksman 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

Richard 
Duran 

  

2010 
Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Jay 
Linksman 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

Richard 
Duran Larry Wiers  

2011 
Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Jay 
Linksman 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

Richard 
Duran Larry Wiers  

2012 
Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Jay 
Linksman 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

Richard 
Duran Larry Wiers  

2013 
Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Jay 
Linksman 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Swanstrom 

Richard 
Duran Larry Wiers Jay 

Linksman 

2014 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers 

2015 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers 

2016 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers 
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Annual 
Report 
Year 

President Secretary Vice 
President Treasurer Director Director Director Director 

2017 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers 

2018 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers 

2019 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers 

2020 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Jennifer 
Bertino-
Tarrant 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers 

2021 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers  

2022 Shawn 
Walsh 

Jay 
Linksman 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom 

Patti 
Furlano Larry Wiers  

2023 Chris 
Mehochko 

Jay 
Linksman 

Patti 
Furlano 

Chris 
Mehochko 

Shawn 
Walsh 

Paul 
Nordstrom Larry Wiers  
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