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n this Q&A, WASB President 
Wanda Owens discusses the 
important roles school board 
members play in public education 

and why we need to focus on edu-
cating students emotionally and 
academically.

 Q. Do you think that school boards 
can play a role in positively affecting 
the culture in their schools? 

A. Yes, the vision and priorities that 
school boards set directly impact the 
tone and culture of their school 
districts. Boards that behave in a 
positive and respectful manner have 
the confidence of their staff and 
communities that they are doing 
what’s best for students. Research 
shows that the work of good school 
boards trickles down into the class-
rooms and improves student 
achievement.

 Q. What have you learned from your 
time as a school board member?

I believe that it is crucial that we help 
one another. Although we are often 
competing for students in today’s 
environment, local school board 
members, administrators and teachers 
are always there to support each other 
and work together. Just hours after my 
very first school board meeting in 
Barneveld, an EF 5 tornado swept 
through our town — destroying 

nearly everything in its path. Our 
school was extensively damaged. A 
nearby district didn’t hesitate to let us 
use their facilities, which is so typical 
of Wisconsin public schools. We are 
all in this together. 

 Q. The debate surrounding this  
past state budget emphasized the 
importance of school board members 
advocating on behalf of public educa-
tion. Why is it important for school 
board members to continue to  
advocate for their schools?

A. Your voice and your efforts to 
advocate on behalf of your students 
and your district are invaluable. No 
other elected office is dedicated 
solely to the advancement of K-12 
public education. What you say and 
do matters. You may feel at times 
that no one is listening, but they are.

 Q. The WASB has been focused  
on advocacy and helping school 
boards develop community advocates 
for their schools. What role can 
community members play in  
supporting their public schools?

A. Community members can be 
some of the strongest advocates for 
our schools. On the local level, com-
munity members who are knowledge-
able and supportive of our schools 
can help spread good news and 
garner support for our schools. On 

the state level, community advocates 
can be extremely effective in helping 
us get our messages across to state 
lawmakers. Effective advocacy is a 
community effort. 

 Q. What are other important issues 
facing public schools today?

There are so many challenges facing 
public education. Yet, I believe that 
it is essential that we find ways to 
maintain and even expand our offer-
ings in music and fine arts programs. 
These programs help us educate not 
only the minds of our students but 
also their hearts. We need to help 
educate our students emotionally as 
well as academically. 

 Q. That ties into the theme at next 
year’s State Education Convention, 
which is “Educating Hearts and 
Minds.” What does this mean to you?

A. To me, this means helping our 
schools to develop the thoughtful, 
considerate young people who will 
lead us to a kinder, gentler world. As 
educational leaders, we need to lead 
the way in helping children develop 
their passion for learning. Despite 
the public’s focus on testing, curric-
ulum and technology, we must never 
forget that we are teaching students, 
not subjects. Students are our future 
and they are depending on all of us 
to help them reach their goals. n
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