
CULTURE and CLIMATE

School District of South Milwaukee
by Colin Jacobs

T  
here is a phrase that serves  
as the guiding principle for  
the School District of South 
Milwaukee’s character educa-

tion efforts. It states that character 
education is not an extra on the 
plate but rather it IS the plate. 

The School District of South 
Milwaukee’s character journey began 
in 2010. As Dr. Rita Olson took the 
helm as superintendent, the district 
model, goals, mission, and vision 
statements were updated through a 
missioning and visioning process. 

This process was completed by  
a committee of students, parents, 
families, school board members, 
business leaders, community 
members, and staff. Character  
education was woven into the school 
district’s beliefs and foundational 
documents. The district model  
was born featuring the 4 CE’s  
(Curriculum Expectations, Character 
Education, Community Engagement, 
and Capital Effectiveness). There 
continues to be language in the 
mission statement that brings to 
prominence a character focus by 
educating the whole child.

South Milwaukee’s work in char-
acter is not solely focused on student 
behavior. Rather, character educa-
tion serves as a framework that 
helps clarify and define culture and 
climate. The five character traits 
(Respect, Responsibility, Kindness, 
Honesty, and Perseverance) serve as 
touch points guiding the personal 
growth of adults and students.

There is also a parallel, 
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concentric growth in and across 
school buildings. The five traits serve 
as components of a common vision 
helping to bring a high school, 
middle school, and four elementary 
schools into a school district as 
opposed to a district of schools. 

Finally, our district’s character 
education efforts allow for a trans-
ferable model from which to partner 
with community members and local 
businesses. The sum total of a focus 
on character from adults to students 
across buildings throughout the 
district and out to the community 
define South Milwaukee’s culture.

 | Data, Data, Data
The district’s culture is validated not 
only in the observable information 
but also in the existing data. The  
district and community are pleased 
with the following data points that 
affirm our collaborative efforts.

With percentage ranks of  

90 percent or above on numerous 
surveys from 2011 to the present, 
students, staff, and families indicated 
they feel safe at school. Beyond this 
feeling of safety, which is integral to 
building community, 96 percent of 
parents indicated they are satisfied 
with the progress of the schools’ 
students being respectful, respon-
sible, honest, kind, and showing 
perseverance. 

Additionally, suspension rates 
and the number of late students have 
decreased each year and attendance 
rates continue to rise. Each of the six 
schools reported attendance rates 
higher than 95 percent. 

Finally, since 2011, the stu-
dents, families, staff, and commu-
nity members have raised and 
donated over $100,000 to various 
local, national, and worldwide 
causes, including Justice for a 
Cure, Walk for a Cure, and the 
Make a Wish Foundation. 

 | School District Reputation
Over these last few years, it has been 
pleasing to hear from candidates inter-
ested in working in the School District 
of South Milwaukee that a focus on 
character development was important 
to them. Oftentimes there are com-
ments pertaining to how he or she has 
heard of what a positive environment 
the district is in which to work. 

Similarly, positive feedback is 
given from new students and fami-
lies. As an administrator of an ele-
mentary school, it is not taken for 
granted the impact of a school tour 
with a new family and student where 
you can feel the warmth of a positive 
classroom and school community. 
There is no better welcome. When 
site visitors come to evaluate an 
aspect of our school systems, it is 
clear to them that the School District 
of South Milwaukee seeks to educate 
the whole child in a safe and caring 
environment.

on  Character
Two school district leaders  
share what character education  
means in their schools
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A third-party district accreditor 
stated, “Evidence from interviews 
from varied stakeholders, school 
visits, and documents provided a 
clear message that this focus on 
character education had become part 
of the fabric of the district. One of 
the district’s ‘4 CEs’ states that the 
School District of South Milwaukee 
will create a deliberately excellent 
teaching and learning environment 
by knowing, believing, and doing 
our best for self and others. The 
district’s steadfast commitment to 
character education is helpful as 
districts face changing demo-
graphics, funding uncertainties, and 
staffing changes.”  

Amidst public education’s monu-
mental changes in these last five 
years, we in South Milwaukee have 
learned of the importance of keeping 
it all together on one plate. N

Colin Jacobs is principal of Rawson  
Elementary in the School District of  
South Milwaukee.

SMART and GOOD

School District of River Falls
by Jamie Benson

S 
ince 2010, character education 
has been making a positive 
impact in the School District of 
River Falls. By embedding 

character education in our school 
culture and by providing opportuni-
ties for moral action, our students 
demonstrate their understanding of 
true character in our schools and in 
the community. As the result of the 
dedicated character work of our 
staff, administration, students, 
parents, and community, our district 
has been recognized with numerous 
state and national Promising  
Practices Awards.

Certainly every school district in 
Wisconsin knows the importance of 
helping our students to not only be 
“smart” but also “good.” We all do 
it in many different ways — and by 
no means is River Falls on an island. 
Yet, in this article we want to share 
with you how we managed to lead 

and sustain a culture of character 
throughout our school community 
despite the pace, intensity and 
volume of change in education 
today.

 | Four Keys to Implementing 
and Sustaining Character 
Education

1: Make Character a Priority. What 
is your district vision and mission? 
— As a result of our strategic plan, 
the School District of River Falls had 
established a new mission statement 
that included, in part, a commitment 
to “be an innovative leader … to 
develop responsible, productive 
citizens … in a collaborative envi-
ronment.” Without a district-level 
and community-developed mission 
that supports character education, 
our success with character develop-
ment would be limited.

2: Have a Framework and Build 
Shared Leadership. In 2010, we 
obtained a grant through our area 
hospital foundation. With this 
money, we sent our newly formed 
district character education steering 
committee to the Wisconsin Char-
acter Education Conference and the 
11 Principles training put on by 
facilitators from Character.org. The 
11 Principles has served as our guide 
and framework for implementing 
character education throughout our 
district. Each building in our district 
then formed its own character  
education committee. Members from 
each building committee were 
trained on the 11 Principles of  
Effective Character Education and 
continue to meet monthly.  

3: Define Character and Speak  
the Same Language. Next, with  
the feedback from more than  

Special Screening:  

REJECT Documentary
AT CONVENTION

Thursday, Jan. 21, 8:45 am, Wisconsin Center

As part of the Wisconsin State Education Convention, there will be  
a special screening of the documentary film REJECT.

REJECT examines the impact of social rejection. Weaving together expert 
findings from neuroscientists, social psychologists, early educators,  

law enforcement experts and personal testimony, the film sheds new  
light on the universal human experience of rejection. From racial  

bias to parental neglect to school bullying, REJECT reveals the  
multidimensional link between interpersonal rejection and the  

neurological experience of physical pain. In so doing, it uncovers  
a path towards violence prevention and emotional recovery.

The screening will be followed by discussion led by Dr. Kip Williams,  
a professor of psychological sciences at Purdue University. He is a pioneer 

and world-leading expert on social and psychological dynamics of 
 exclusion and is author of the book Ostracism: The Power of Silence.

“My goal in making REJECT is to provoke an informed discussion about  
the serious—sometimes lethal—consequences of interpersonal rejection, 

which comes in the guise of bullying, parental neglect and abuse,  
racial bias, and other forms, across all age groups.” 

— Ruth Thomas Suh, Director, REJECT

12   |  Wisconsin school neWs



40 community members we identi-
fied the positive character traits we 
wished to grow throughout our 
school community: courage, citizen-
ship, compassion, cooperation, 
perseverance, positive attitude, 
respect, responsibility, and honesty.

In order to promote character, we 
created posters with our nine posi-
tive character traits and displayed 
these posters in every classroom. We 
proudly provided our parents with 
our “Wildcat Way” character 
magnet to display at home. We 
embedded our nine positive char-
acter traits throughout our school 
culture. Banners, assembly themes, 
homeroom activities, discipline 
procedures, classroom expectations, 
parent nights, newsletter articles, 
daily announcements, and much 
more — all have the nine traits 
emphasized everywhere, whenever 
possible.  

4: Reflect, Keep Moving Forward 
and Stay Accountable. One of the 
greatest keys to our success is our 
monthly character education steering 
committee meetings. Our district 
level committee has met nearly every 
month since 2010. We have repre-
sentation from each school within 
our district. In essence, these 
monthly meetings provide a level of 
accountability. We share the char-
acter highlights from each of our 
buildings, generate ideas and identify 
areas for improvement based on the 
Framework for Effective Character 
Education (character.org). 

As we continue to seek ways to 
grow character throughout our 
community, we recently hosted a 
character education breakfast and 
forum for business leaders, commu-
nity members and civic organiza-
tions. The ideas shared at this forum 
will be brought forward to our 
character education community 
committee.

Please take a few minutes to  
visit the River Falls School District 
Character Education website and  
see for yourself the positive impact 

character education is making in  
our schools and community:   
bit.ly/riverfallscharacter.

In closing, we are happy to assist 
any school district considering 
beginning their own character 
journey. Please feel free to contact 
me at jamie.benson@rfsd.k12.wi.us 
or 715-425-1800.

Remember, heart work is  
hard work. n

Jamie Benson is superintendent of the 
School District of River Falls.

School leaders from the River Falls and South Milwaukee School 
Districts will be presenting sessions on character education  

at the upcoming Wisconsin State Education Convention.

Why Character Education? 
Presented by the School District  

of South Milwaukee

Thursday, Jan. 21
10:45-11:45 am

Wisconsin Center, 203C

A District Approach to  
Implementing Character Education 

Presented by the School District  
of River Falls

Friday, Jan. 22
8-9 am

Wisconsin Center, 103C

Learn More about  

Character Education
AT CONVENTION
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