
 H
ow do we as leaders 
in the education busi-
ness address employee 
retention? Over the 
past several years, the 
School District of 

Waukesha has experienced a 
growing number of resignations as 
opposed to retirements. People are 
not staying in one spot as long as 
they used to. We’ve heard a variety 
of reasons for this — some vicari-
ously and others directly. We’ve 
made assumptions about pay, bene-
fits, the impact of Act 10 and the 
resulting “free agency” among 
teachers and administrators, but 
what do we really know about why 
people leave? 

The School District of Waukesha 
has conducted exit interviews for a 
number of years. However, it is 
lagging data (information received 
after the fact and the employee has 

already left the organization).  
A more proactive method is to find 
out what is important to employees 
before they want to leave. 

That’s why we engaged in a 
“stay” interview process this school 
year. About 70 employees partici-
pated and provided us with honest 
feedback about their personal satis-
faction working in the district. Partic-
ipation was voluntary and employees 
could choose to respond via an online 
survey format or in a face-to-face 
situation.

Senior leaders with the school 
district engaged these 70 employees 
who came from different employee 
groups: teachers, administrators,  
secretaries, and custodians. The 
majority were teachers across the 
district. The feedback received — 
189 pages of data — was broken 
down into some common themes. 

On a scale of 1-10, with 10 being 

most satisfied, the majority of 
employees rated their satisfaction 
levels in working for the School 
District of Waukesha a 7, 8 or 9. 
Likewise, when we asked partici-
pants to rank the district overall, the 
majority gave the district a 7, 8 or 9. 
Even with these high rankings, we 
learned there is room for improve-
ment. Several things need to happen 
for the district to earn a 10. This is 
where the major themes from the 
surveys come in.

 | Common Themes —  
What We Heard

The “big rocks” in terms of employ-
ment satisfaction could be summed 
up in a half dozen bullet points, but 
the value of the conversations meant 
being able to dig deeper and learn 
more about what people cared about. 

For example, our employees 
really love that Waukesha is innova-
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tive and on the cutting edge of edu-
cation. Everyone felt invested in 
their work and found it meaningful. 
They appreciate the district’s collab-
orative culture.

Yet, amidst all of the positives we 
heard, and there were 
many, we also heard 
what our employees 
struggle with — stress 
levels, the workload, 
and pressure. 

Teaching used to 
mainly entail planning 
a lesson, teaching it, 
and moving on. A 
teacher could go home 
at night knowing he or 
she accomplished the 
day’s agenda. Today, teaching has 
become much more complex. Most 
employees could not pinpoint specific 
district initiatives as the culprit for 
the increased workload; instead there 

seems to be a perpetual state of 
re-prioritization. Efforts to improve 
reading, and math and infuse tech-
nology are not new initiatives, but 
they are recent improvement efforts 
and we need a system that under-

stands the framework of working in 
that environment. To help our 
teachers deal with these added 
responsibilities, we want to focus on 
maximizing our collaborative time in 

professional learning communities so 
that teachers can share resources, 
assessment and instructional best 
practices working smarter, not harder.

Curriculum. The curriculum used 
to be a book telling the teacher what 

to do each school day. 
Now we have standards 
that guide the work we 
do and teachers spend a 
lot of time finding 
resources that align with 
the standards. One of the 
great things is the amount 
of resources we have 
available; but curiously, 
this can also be a chal-
lenge because there is so 
much to choose from! 

The bottom line is, teachers under-
stand how important it is to engage 
kids and that takes a lot of work. 
The work does not end because the 
opportunities are endless.

Teaching used to mainly entail planning  
a lesson, teaching it, and moving on … 

Today, teaching has become  
much more complex. 
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Based on this feedback, our cur-
riculum and instruction department 
has more clearly outlined the curric-
ulum design process. We now house 
all syllabi, common benchmark 
assessments and resources in one 
place so teachers can easily access 

this information.
Communication. There are 

pockets of good and bad communica-
tion, often dependent on building 
leadership. Some said they are feeling 
isolated or out of the loop. However, 
many employees said they do feel 

they are in the know and are aware 
of changes when they occur. People 
want to understand the district pro-
cesses, especially about change.

With this feedback in mind, the 
district leadership team is working to 
model more frequent communication 
via our weekly blogs and other 
sources to help promote and cele-
brate our mission and vision to all 
stakeholders. Employees subscribe to 
our weekly e-newsletter, Connect, to 
receive up-to-the-minute information. 

Professional Development and 
Educator Effectiveness. Time is a 
valuable resource in our district. 
School leaders and educators are 
trying to do more with a limited 
amount of time. How do we create  
a culture of learning within the 
constraints placed upon us? State 
mandates, such as Educator Effec-
tiveness, are taking up large amounts 
of staff time. Staff also gave us feed-
back on how our walk-through tool 
could be improved. A walk-through 
tool is a classroom observation 
document that gives targeted, imme-
diate feedback to teachers on the 
domains of instructional practices 
and classroom environment. 
Teachers seek to receive more con-
crete responses to how they are 
doing, particularly what they are 
doing well.

Our commitment to continuous 
learning is highly valued in the 
School District of Waukesha. We 
have developed a self-directed 
program that provides teachers  
a rolling tide of opportunities to 
learn and grow throughout the 
school year at the time and place 
that is right for them. 

Compensation. With compensa-
tion, it has become clear that working 
without a published salary schedule is 
detrimental to the working environ-
ment. With a salary schedule in place, 
teaching employees are better able to 
understand the pathway for higher 
earnings, and recognition for work 
and leadership. A salary schedule, in 
essence, takes money off the table 
and allows employees to focus on the 
creativity required to do a great job 
working and supporting students. 
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Self-fund with The Alliance to help 
fix what’s broken with health care.
 
With The Alliance, you’ll gain control 
over health benefits with significant 
discounts from a broad range of 
doctors and hospitals; access to data 
on utilization; information on cost and 
quality; and tools that help employees 
make better health decisions.
 
Learn more about how self-funding 
can help your school district.
 

Self-fund with The Alliance to help 

 

Get a grip 
on health
benefit costs 

 

Call Calvin Rigsby at 
800.223.4139 x6643 or your 
agent about The Alliance.
For a free case study visit: 
the-alliance.org/transparency

The Alliance is a cooperative of employers 
moving health care forward by controlling 
costs, improving quality and engaging 
individuals in their health.   



Our board of education 
appreciates this per-
spective and one of the 
goals this year is to 
have a compensation 
plan completed and 
fully implemented for 
2015-2016. That said, 
some employees were clear they want 
merit pay; others just want a raise.

We are deep in the planning and 
implementation stages of our strategic 
compensation framework. Through a 
collaborative effort of teachers and 
administrators, this innovative model, 
built to develop teacher leadership and 
honor teacher performance and 
student achievement results, will 
provide a clear path of compensation 
for teachers and administrators in  
our system. 

 | What We Learned
Overall, taking the time to meet 
face-to-face was a worthwhile effort. 
Employees appreciated that adminis-

tration took the time to connect; 
administration appreciated the 
opportunity to get to know 
employees on a more personal level. 
However, some of our questions 
turned out to be a bit unclear: for 
example, when asked about trusting 
or respecting the leadership, were we 
asking about the building, the depart-
ment, or the senior leadership? And, 
there were questions we wished we 
had asked; like how many total years 
of service in education did each par-
ticipant have, and how many years of 
local service? We anecdotally 
observed that employees who had 
worked elsewhere generally ranked 
our district higher than employees 

who had not. 
You can learn a lot 

about your employees 
simply by asking for their 
input. Among other 
things, we learned that 
our internal communica-
tion efforts can be 

improved and that time, or the lack 
of it, is one of the biggest challenges 
facing our employees. We plan on 
continuing these interviews and 
expanding upon them. Stay inter-
views not only give the perspective 
of your employees but also give 
employees a way to communicate 
their thoughts on district operations. 
In a time when school employees  
are often moving between districts, 
we hope these interviews help us 
improve our district not only for our 
students but also our employees. n

Christine Hedstrom is assistant superinten-
dent for human resources and labor rela-
tions for the School District of Waukesha.

School leaders and educators  
are trying to do more 

with a limited amount of time. 

MAy 2015   |   13

Is your insurance provider a 
phone number or a partner?

Personal service.
That’s the strength  
of our Community.

 – General Liability
 – Auto Liability

Unlike other insurance companies that provide coverages based solely on price 
and are not heard from again until renewal time, we work directly with our 
clients in partnership to control their insurance costs through a unique risk 
management and aggressive claims philosophy. And because we are local 
government, we always keep the end goal of saving taxpayer dollars in mind.

Take control of your insurance needs with Community Insurance 
Corporation. It just makes sense.

 

 

Community Insurance Corporation provides liability insurance coverage 
for cities, towns, villages and school districts. We offer broad coverage, 
designed to specifically meet the needs of Wisconsin public entities 
under ONE single liability policy form to include:

 – School Board Legal Liability
 – Public Officials Errors and Omissions

To learn more, please contact Karen Flynn or John Dirkse, Aegis Corporation, 
1.800.236.6885 or karen@aegis-wi.com/john@aegis-wi.com


