
“What made you run 
for school board?” 
Over the last five 
years, I’ve been asked 
this question many 
times, but I’ve never 
really given thought 
to an answer. And 
then, at the WASB 
State Education 

Convention, another board member 

asked, “What called you to serve in 
this capacity?” I think it’s time to 
figure out my answer.

I grew up in Marshfield and 
received a wonderful education 
through its public school system. At 
any grade level, I can give you the 
name of the teacher who contributed 
to my learning experience. With five 
children, our parents were too busy 
to be on the PTA, but my mom was 

a troop leader for Camp Fire girls, a 
pack Mom for Cub Scouts, taught 
Catechism and delivered Meals on 
Wheels. My dad was a Boy Scout 
leader for many years, chaperoned 
my many band trips, and together 
they hosted a foreign exchange 
student. Did I learn to be a part of 
something else from them? 

My grandfather was a rural mail 
carrier in Greenwood for over 40 
years, and continually went above 
and beyond his job description to 
help those along his route. A broken 
mailbox. He’d fix it. If snow needed 
to be shoveled on their sidewalk, he 
would take care of it with a smile on 
his face. I believe all of these events 
that I was exposed to growing up, 
helped me to become the adult  
I am today.

Valders, Wisconsin, the town that 
I have called home for the last 14 
years, is a small, rural school district 
of 1,000 students. Many of our 
teachers and staff attend my church, 
and their children go to school with 
my children. We are a close-knit 
community that strives to give the 
best education to our youth. Why 
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again would I want to serve on the 
school board and have the opportu-
nity to upset these individuals and 
the voting public, many who are also 
my friends, with my vote?

My school board career began 
with a phone call from a sitting 
board member, asking me to run for 
an open seat. At first, I felt flattered 
that they thought of me, but then all 
the other emotions kicked in. Do I 
have the time for this commitment? 
I’m a mom of two young children, 
living on a dairy farm. I have to 
speak my mind in a public forum? 
Do I have the nerve to do that? 
What if I upset someone with my 
opinion? 

The questions made the decision 
tough, but then I thought of my then 
5-year-old daughter and infant son. 
As their parent, I knew that I would 
be helping shape them into young 
adults, so what better way than to 
become more involved in their edu-
cation. I looked at it as an amazing 
opportunity, and filled out nomina-
tion papers a few days later.

I had many questions about 
serving on the school board. What 
are my expectations? How many 
members are there and why? 

My father-in-law served on the 
Valders School Board for many 
years, and he was able to answer 
many of those questions for me and 

more. I am also lucky enough to 
have a brother serving on the Dod-
geville School Board. Being able to 
call him on the phone and pick his 
brain on certain issues has been a 
wonderful resource for me, and it 
makes for some fun family get-to-
gethers. Maybe my brother’s service 
on his local school board made the 
choice to run easier for me.

 I believe that serving on the 
school board gives you unlimited 
opportunities to find out how a 
school is run. Before being a board 
member, I didn’t have a clue as to 
the inner workings of a school. My 
kids left on the bus at 7:30 am and 
came home at 3:30 pm. I attended 

April 2013   |   11

Serving on the school board has helped me to become a more  

confident individual, a more open-minded person, and a better parent.



two parent/teacher conferences a 
year, and volunteered in the class-
room a few times. The school’s 
budget wasn’t my concern. Oh,  
how that has all changed! 

As the sitting president of our 
board, I feel every decision revolves 
around the budget. I can tell you the 
expectations and rules for our staff, 
courtesy of our teacher/staff hand-
books. Negotiations over wages are 
not always a fun time. Learning how 
the state’s budget plays into our 
school’s funding formula has been 
an eye-opening experience, and I can 
now tell you the difference between 
a charter and virtual school. My 
learning curve about our public 
school system has been great, and 
with the constant changes that are 
coming through on the state/federal 
level for public education, that will 
continue for me. 

Serving on the school board has 
helped me to become a more confi-
dent individual, a more open-minded 
person, and a better parent. I am so 
appreciative of all the opportunities 
children are given in the Valders area 
school district and all across our 
great state of Wisconsin. 

In the six years I have been on the 
school board, the most common 
question I have been asked is,  
“Do you enjoy being on the school 
board?” I have to admit yes, I do 
enjoy serving on the Dodgeville 
School Board. I enjoy working 
toward the underlying goal to serve 
the needs of the children and staff 
while also being respectful of the 
current financial circumstances most 
districts find themselves in.

As the husband of a teacher and 
father of a freshman student, I 
believe I bring a perspective to the 
board that looks at schools as more 
than just reading, writing and math. 
Schools are a community of profes-
sionals and students and that com-
munity needs to be nurtured in order 
to thrive.

I have to admit the first year of 
service was not what I expected. I 
think every person that joins a 
school board is hoping to make 
great and important changes from 

day one. The first 
meeting I felt like 
the well-known 
duck — I looked 
calm on the surface, 
but I was paddling 
like crazy under-
water to keep up 
with the flow of the 
meetings and 
finding my place at the table.  
Then there were the committee 
assignments … who knew?

By the middle of my first term,  
I had settled in and was enjoying  
the ebb and flow of serving on the 
board. Once I decided serving on  
a school board could be a learning 
opportunity, the pieces all began to 
fall into place. I accepted the dele-
gate seat for the State Education 
Convention, I offered to serve on  
the City Planning Commission as  
the district representative and most 
recently was elected onto the  
CESA 3 Board of Control. 
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Our local school board is filled 
with a varied assortment of commu-
nity members and each provides a 
perspective that enhances how the 
board operates. I believe we are an 
efficient group, working with ever 
shrinking budget constraints, to keep 
our schools a viable part of the 
community. At times it feels like our 
district is, on its own, dealing with 
the financial burden the state has put 
upon us. But as part of the WASB 
Policy and Resolutions Committee,  
I have met an incredible assortment 
of folks who all dealing with the 
same situations in their districts as 
we are dealing with in Dodgeville.

As part of CESA 3 Board of 
Control, the story is similar, but in 
CESA 3, all 31 districts that make 

up the CESA are small schools and 
we have a few issues that separate us 
from large schools. Key issues are 
shrinking enrollments and the 
expanding voucher program which 
is siphoning money to the private 
school industry.

I have to admit that attending the 
State Education Convention in Mil-
waukee was very rewarding this past 
January. The conversations I had and 
the people I met all drove home the 
point that as board members, we need 
to do everything we can to advocate 
for public education and explain to 
the public what the situation is in each 
of our schools. The public looks at the 
tax bill and wonders what goes on 
behind the walls. 

Be sure to welcome your commu-

nity into your meetings, ask your 
neighbors and friends what their 
thoughts are and always be open to 
listening to the concerns of the 
public. You may be surprised by the 
wisdom you can pick up from a 
conversation at the end of your 
driveway.

After six years on the Dodgeville 
School Board, I can honestly say it 
has been a pleasure to serve in the 
public’s interest and whenever I meet 
someone who is curious about what 
the board does, I invite them to 
attend a meeting. And you never 
know, they might be surprised to 
find it is an enjoyable experience. n

Berge is president of the Valders Area 
School District; Hunke is treasurer of the 
Dodgeville School District.

Advice for New School Board Members
Cathy Olson  |  Osceola School Board, 20-years

What’s your advice for new board members?
The most important advice I would give a new board member 
is to listen and learn. It takes at least a year to understand 
the processes and procedures needed to be an effective 
board member. Also, do not come with an agenda. School 
board members are the policy makers and should not try to 
micro manage.

Why do you serve as a school board member?
I am passionate about education and have a desire to make 
it possible for all students to learn. My dad was a school 
board member for 25 years and I admired his dedication to 
education and his love of learning.

“listen  
 and  

   learn.”
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