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How to donate to the 40th annual Coat A Kid program

Nida Tazeen
Evansville Courier & Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

Don’s Cleaners is collecting coats for
local children as its Coat-A-Kid program
marks four decades of service in the
community.

The campaign began Oct. 6, launch-

ing the program’s 40th year of helping
children stay warm during winter, ac-
cording to acommunity announcement.
To mark the start of the effort, children
participating in the after-school pro-
gram at Potter’'s Wheel received coats
during a kickoff event held Oct. 6.
Community members are encour-
aged to donate new or gently used coats

through Dec. 31. Organizers say a warm
coat can help make cold trips to school
more comfortable for children during the
winter months.

Residents can drop off donations at
any Don’s Dry Cleaning and Laundry lo-
cation. Don’s will clean all donated coats
at no cost before they are distributed
through program partners The Salvation

Army Evansville and the Evansville
Christian Life Center.

This story was produced by reporter
Nida Tazeen, NTazeen@usatoday-
co.com, with the assistance of Artificial
Intelligence (AI). Journalists were in-
volved in every step of the review, editing
and publishing process. Learn more at
cm.usatoday.com/ethical-conduct .
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analysis could help establish that brain
injuries affecting his behavior preceded
the 2010 murders of 8-year-old Alyssa
Lynch and her 5-year-old brother, Caleb.

Weisheit was convicted in 2013 of
killing the children in a fire at their Ev-
ansville home. The Indiana Supreme
Court set his execution in August, after
the U.S. Supreme Court declined to re-
view his case in June.

His attorneys argue that evidence
about his brain injuries, mental illness
and childhood trauma was not ade-
quately developed or presented during
his trial and appeals. They are now seek-
ing that evidence for Gov. Mike Braun,
who will decide whether to grant clem-
ency after receiving the parole board’s
recommendation.

“Al4-day extension would realistical-
ly afford a narrow but sufficient window
— far short of the years available in prior
recent cases — for Mr. Weisheit to devel-
op this critical evidence,” the attorneys
wrote in their motion to reschedule the
proceedings.

The motions were filed by Joseph C.
Welling, an attorney with the nonprofit
law practice Phillips Black, and Indiana
Public Defender Amy E. Karozos, who
represent Weisheit.

The Indiana Supreme Court in 2018
previously rejected Weisheit’s challenge
to his sentence based on the brain-inju-
ry evidence presented during post-con-
viction proceedings.

Weisheit’s attorneys said their re-
quest for more time to obtain brain
scans is separate from an anticipated
challenge to the execution method and a
separate stay request tied to further
post-conviction proceedings.

Funding approved — but
transportation denied

Weisheit’s lawyers emphasized that
the immediate obstacle is getting him
from Indiana State Prison to the nearby
Franciscan Health Diagnostic Imaging
Center in Michigan City for magnetic
resonance imaging, or MRI, and posi-
tron emission tomography, or PET,
scans.

U.S. District Judge Sarah Evans Bark-
er authorized funding for defense inves-
tigative services Sept. 16. According to
the defense filings, that authorization
included brain imaging and expert
analysis.

The lawyers initially requested a fed-
eral transportation order Sept. 21 and
filed a revised, public version of the re-
quest Sept. 25.

Attorneys from Indiana Attorney
General Todd Rokita’s office opposed
the request, arguing that the federal
court’s authority to fund clemency work
did not give it authority to compel prison
officials to transport Weisheit. His fed-
eral challenge to his convictions and
sentence had already ended, they said.

“This Court has no authority to order
transportation in this closed case,” the
state wrote inits Oct. 5 response. “Noth-
ing in (federal law) provides the author-
ity for a district court to order anything
beyond money for reasonably necessary
investigative or expert services.”

Barker denied the transportation re-
quest Oct. 7. She distinguished the
court’s authority to approve funding
from its authority to direct state officials
to help obtain evidence for a state clem-
ency proceeding.

“In an abundance of caution, the
Court did pre-approve Mr. Weisheit’s re-
quest for funding for potential new brain
scans and other matters .. ,” Barker
wrote. “However, that order does not re-
quire the Court to issue a subsequent or-
der compelling a state official to take
certain action to ensure that the scans
take place.”

Her ruling cited decisions limiting
federal courts’ authority to order evi-
dence gathering for state clemency
cases. She also noted that Weisheit had
not suggested he intended to use the
new scans to support a claim that he
lacks the mental capacity to be execut-
ed.

The defense has now turned to the In-
diana Supreme Court, arguing that a
transportation order would allow
Weisheit to present relevant informa-
tion through the state’s clemency proc-
ess.

“Mr. Weisheit seeks the opportunity
to present relevant information to the
parole board,” his attorneys wrote. “Ab-
sent atransport order to secure the brain
imaging, this reporting would be un-

available.”

They asked the justices to require
transportation within five days of an or-
der, at a time coordinated between the
prison and imaging facility. The center
hasindicated appointments could be ar-
ranged on approximately three days’no-
tice, according to the motion.

The request also specifies that metal
restraints cannot be used in the scan-
ning room because of the equipment’s
powerful magnets.

Dispute over earlier brain injuries

The proposed testing concerns a
longstanding dispute over the extent
and timing of Weisheit’s brain injuries.

His attorneys contend that he experi-
enced repeated head injuries during
childhood and early adulthood, along
with mental illness and abuse. They ar-
gue that those impairments affected his
behavior long before the killings and
were compounded by another head in-
jury during his arrest.

Earlier MRI and PET scans were per-
formed in 2012, according to Barker’s or-
der. The defense is seeking new imaging
and more detailed analysis to evaluate
damage that might not be apparent
through a visual reading of the scans
alone.

Monday’s filings include a 2021 dec-
laration from Ruben Gur, a University of
Pennsylvania professor whose work fo-
cuses on brain function and behavior.

Gur said quantitative analysis can
identify abnormalities that are not
readily visible and compare them with a
database of other brains. Combined
with neuropsychological testing and a
person’s history, he said, the analysis
could help distinguish older injuries
from damage sustained during Weish-
eit’s arrest.

“There is a substantial likelihood that
this data, including the Quantitative
Analysis will show that Mr. Weisheit’s
brain abnormalities pre-dated his ar-
rest,” Gur wrote in the declaration.

He also explained how the imaging
could be assessed alongside other evi-
dence.

“Such integration can provide strong
evidence of correlations between be-
havior exhibited throughout the per-
son’s life history and the documented
brain abnormalities,” Gur continued.

A 2018 Indiana Supreme Court opi-
nion questioned how reliably Gur’s tes-
timony established earlier concussions
orlastinginjuries. It also cited a state ex-
pert’s opinion that medical evidence did
not establish traumatic brain injuries
other than the injury during Weisheit’s
arrest.

The defense argues that additional
analysis could address those concerns.
Gur said in his declaration that earlier
testimony describing potential results
as speculative reflected uncertainty
about what testing would reveal before
it had been conducted.

Hearings approaching

Under the current clemency sched-
ule, the parole board is set to interview
Weisheit at Indiana State Prison on Fri-
day at 10:30 a.m. Central, or 11:30 a.m.
Eastern.

Public testimony is scheduled for
Monday, Oct. 19, at the Indiana Govern-
ment Center in Indianapolis, with sup-
porters of clemency appearing in the
morning and opponents in the after-
noon.

The defense wants the deadline for
written materials moved to Oct. 29 and
the public hearing moved to Nov. 2,
along with the requested Nov. 19 execu-
tion date.

The parole board’s notice to Weisheit
says hearing dates will not change un-
less the execution is stayed or resched-
uled.

Braun has the final say on clemency.
He denied requests from Benjamin
Ritchie and Roy Lee Ward before their
executions last year. Weisheit’s execu-
tion would be Indiana’s fourth since the
state resumed carrying out death sen-
tences in December 2024 after a 15-year
pause.

The new requests also come amid
separate, mounting questions about In-
diana’s lethal injection preparations.

Indiana prison officials said earlier
this month that they intended to pro-
ceed with Weisheit’s execution — even
after Tennessee halted an attempted ex-
ecution using pentobarbital, the same
drug Indiana has used in its three most
recent executions.

Indiana officials said the state has
purchased but not yet acquired drugs for
Weisheit’s execution.
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tampering with physical evidence.” The
district did not refer to Shearer by name
but sent the statement in response to a
request for comment about Shearer.

The district also confirmed Shearer is
no longer an employee in the district.
Shearer was a seventh-grade math
teacher at Meece Middle School. He also
was the head coach for the district’s
boys cross country team, as well as the
assistant coach for Somerset’s girls
cross country team.

In a statement, Somerset Indepen-
dent Superintendent Kyle Lively said, in
part: “The District made all due reports
to the appropriate authorities, which led
to the current charges.”

He highlighted the district’s “imme-
diate steps to secure the safety and
wellbeing” of students.

“The resignation was the most expe-
dient and efficient means of so doing,”
Lively’s statement continued. “The Dis-

trict has and will fully cooperate with
the legal and administrative proceed-
ings relevant to the situation, with due
regard for the privacy concerns of any
and all students.”

In an Oct.13 news release, the Somer-
set Police Department thanked the
school district and the Commonwealth
Attorney’s Office for “their assistance
and cooperation.”

“The investigation remains active
and ongoing, and the Somerset Police
Department will continue to investigate
the matter thoroughly,” the department
said.

Kentucky’s new grooming law

Law enforcement used Kentucky’s
new grooming law, which took effect
July 15, within three weeks to arrest a
middle school teacher for allegedly
grooming a student, The Courier Jour-
nal previously reported. Those charges
were subsequently dismissed. But
Graves County middle school teacher
Sadie Flores was charged again in a
higher state court for allegedly engaging

in behavior with the intent of a secretive
relationship with a student.

Flores was indicted on Sept. 22 in
Graves Circuit Court on two charges:
grooming a minor and tampering with
physical evidence. Flores’ attorney
called it a “dogged pursuit” and a “dis-
graceful way to treat a third-generation
Kentucky school teacher.”

Graves County Commonwealth At-
torney George Shannon Powers, the
prosecutor, responded by saying: “I will
note that being a third generation Ken-
tucky Schoolteacher does not insulate
Ms. Flores or any other teacher from
prosecution when they fail to abide by
the law.”

The legislation flew through the Ken-
tucky legislature in 2026 with no oppo-
sition. It came after more than two years
of reporting by The Courier Journal into
the continued abuse of Kentucky’s chil-
dren by school coaches. The paper pub-
lished “Silence and Secrets” in Decem-
ber 2024, an investigation that uncov-
ered at least 80 cases of alleged sexual
misconduct by Kentucky’s middle and
high-school coaches across a 15-year

period.

The project found patterns of silence
across school districts, the legislature
and entire communities, as well as a
failure to properly follow laws in place
regarding mandatory reporting.

The nationally-awarded project con-
tinued into 2025, including coverage of
a $3 million settlement by Rowan Coun-
ty Schools involving ex-basketball and
soccer coach Andrew Zaheri. Zaheri is
currently serving a 22-year sentence in
federal prison for child porn involving
the same athlete. The settlement is be-
lieved to be the largest in state history
involving a school district and child sex
abuse.

The new grooming law, Rep. Mar-
ianne Proctor, R-Union, told The Courier
Journal previously, gave law enforce-
ment and prosecutors a much-needed
tool to take action before Kentucky’s
kids were sexually abused.

Stephanie Kuzydym is an enterprise
and investigative sports reporter. Reach
her at skuzydym@courier-journal.com.
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