
 C ritical thinking, curiosity, self-
guided learning, and engaged 
students: when we see this in a 

classroom we know students are 
actively learning. If these are the best 
practices, then why aren’t we using 
these same methods when we attempt 
to engage our communities? I posed 
this question to the board of the Wis-
consin Association of School Business 
Officials (WASBO) when they began 
early development of a statewide 
school finance learning tool.

Eventually, I and eight other 
education professionals formed a 
core team to further explore a state-
wide school finance learning tool. 
This team, made up of representa-
tives from WASBO, the Wisconsin 
Association of School Boards 
(WASB), the Wisconsin School 
Public Relations Association 
(WSPRA) and the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Public Instruction (DPI), 
came together in the first such col-
laboration we know of in the nation 
to create Investing in Wisconsin’s 
Public Schools™.

Investing in Wisconsin’s Public 
Schools™ was launched in March 
2012 and has been rapidly adopted. 
In just over a year, more than 500 
parents, community members, 
board members, teachers, and 
school administrators have partici-
pated. WASBO, WSPRA and WASB 
use the tool at state conferences and 
conventions. Thirty-nine school 
districts (nearly 10 percent of all 
districts in the state), several Coop-
erative Educational Service Agencies 
and some Wisconsin Education 
Association Council Uniserves use it 
for learning and community engage-
ment. Several universities have 
added it to the curriculum in their 
graduate programs for school 
administration.

In 2013, the Association of 
School Business Officials Interna-
tional (ASBOI) recognized Investing 
in Wisconsin’s Public Schools™ with 
the ASBOI Pinnacle of Excellence 
Award. This is the highest award 
given annually by ASBOI for contri-
butions to the field. 

The creation of Investing in  
Wisconsin’s Public Schools™  
benefits school districts across the 
state in three primary ways:

b Availability. The tool was 
designed so that any Wisconsin 
school district and their stake-
holders could use it to engage 
their community. 

b Accessibility and Affordability. 
WASBO and WASB initially 
funded the development of the 
tool and deployed it statewide.  
It is available to all school dis-
tricts at a price accessible for 
even the smallest district. 

b Consistency. One teaching 
methodology statewide for  
all stakeholders promotes  
consistent learning outcomes.

The main visual portion of the 
tool is a 3-foot by 5-foot poster.  
It sets the stage pictorially to learn 
easily about school finance, regard-
less of attendees’ level of knowledge. 
A trained facilitator engages the 
participants (in groups of eight to 10) 
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through dialogue designed to lead to 
self-discovery, experiential learning 
and insight into other stakeholders’ 
perspectives. A facilitator handbook 
guides the facilitator through the 
learning activity. We were purposeful 
in making the learning timeless and 
usable for all for many years to come. 
We made deliberate efforts to create a 
non-partisan learning experience in 
order to create collaborative and 
interactive learning and engagement 
conditions.

WASBO, WASB and WSPRA 
have created multiple opportunities 
for school district leaders to become 
trained facilitators. Training sessions 
are facilitated by WASBO. State-
wide, we now have more than 125 
trained facilitators representing 81 
school districts, reaching every part 
of our state. Facilitators’ time is 
volunteered.

Districts are using Investing in 
Wisconsin’s Public Schools™ for 
three primary purposes:

1) Community engagement meet-
ings with various community 
stakeholders exploring pro-
posed outcomes where finances 
will be involved. Examples are 

school goals as they relate  
to school budgets, specific 
projects, etc.

2) To provide an understanding 
of the relationships between 
local, state and federal  
governmental units.

3) Initial community engagements 
leading to school district  
strategic planning.

Those organizations and districts 
that have used the tool report that 
they have saved time and budget 
dollars by utilizing this at-the-ready 
resource available to all, minimizing 
the decades-old frustration of trying 
to convey the complex finance issues 
of school districts.

Participating in the learning 
experience is transformative. Before 
a session, participants (who inevi-
tably have varying degrees of knowl-
edge about school finance) do a 
word association activity with the 
term “school budget.” Words most 
often heard are “complicated,” 
“taxes,” “confusing,” “over-
whelming” and “ambiguous.” When 
the word association exercise is 
repeated at the end of sessions, 
recurring words are “community,” 

“student,” “engaging,” “complex” 
and “interactive.”

This tool not only helps community 
members develop a strong bond with 
their school district, it fosters a deeper 
understanding of the ways financial 
decision-making impact the quality of 
their children’s education. It encour-
ages the kind of thoughtful dialogue 
that inspires change and action on the 
behalf of students’ needs. 

Chilton School District Superin-
tendent Dr. Claire Martin shared her 
district’s successful experience using 
this tool.

“Last school year, we used the 
Investing in Wisconsin’s Public 
Schools™ tabletop exercise with the 
board, administration and staff and 
it has been very well received,” 
Martin said. “In fact, it has been so 
successful that we are now hosting 
monthly community conversations 
using it, with community interest 
still growing. I recently sent invita-
tions to our legislators and received 
responses that two will be attending 
our next exercise and two others are 
interested in attending in the future. 
I want to commend you and the 
others involved in developing this 
tool. It has truly been a valuable 
investment for our school district 
and our community.” n

Ecker is associate vice president and  
controller at Carthage College.

Try out the  
Investing in Wisconsin 

Public Schools™ Program  
at Convention

A Pre-Convention Workshop  
about the Investing in Wisconsin 

Public Schools™ program will  
be presented Tuesday, Jan. 21,  

at the State Education Convention 
in Milwaukee. Participants will  

have the opportunity to be  
trained as table coaches. 

 For more information,  
visit wasb.org/convention. 
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