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 40,000
S T A T  O F  T H E  M O N T H

Number of children estimated to have lost a parent to COVID-19. 
Source: JAMA Pediatrics journal, April 2021 

Connect with the WASB!      Twitter @wasbwi       Facebook  facebook.com/WISchoolBoards

A n estimated 40,000 children  
have lost a parent to COVID-19, 
according to an analysis pub-

lished in April in JAMA Pediatrics,  
a peer-reviewed journal.

The researchers say these children 

will need “targeted support to help 
with grief, particularly during this 
period of heightened social isola-
tion.” Black children are over-repre-
sented in this group; they make up 
14% of children nationwide but 

20% of those losing a parent to 
COVID-19.

The researchers also note that an 
effort to track and watch these chil-
dren could spot any emerging chal-
lenges and link them to health care. □

S chool violence is preventable by 
identifying warning signs and inter-
vening, according to a report 

released in March by the Secret Service’s 
National Threat Assessment Center.

Researchers examined 67 disrupted 
plots against K-12 schools from 2006 to 
2018 and found “clear and consistent” 
findings: “Individuals contemplating 
violence often exhibit observable behav-
iors, and when community members 
report these behaviors, the next tragedy 
can be averted.”

Schools and communities are asked 
to step in before behavior escalates to 
criminality.

The most common motivation to attack 
a school, the analysis found, was a griev-
ance with classmates. Thus, fellow stu-
dents are in the best position to report 
concerning behaviors. Friends, peers and 
classmates of a student plotting violence 
often observed communications about the 
plot. Therefore, the report suggests 
schools help students report threatening 
or concerning behaviors. □

A University of Wisconsin-Madison program is 
looking for local partners that want to solve  
challenges in their communities.  
 UniverCity Year, which has worked on nearly 200 

projects since 2015, helps local partners on issues such  
as health promotion, park design and sustainability. It 

matches community priorities with university faculty and 
students to develop recommendations. The local partner 
receives research, reports and proposals — and helps 
implement them. The next deadline to apply is July 26.

More information is available online at  
univercity.wisc.edu/ucy. □

T he American Heart Association is 
offering resources to help schools 
reduce e-cigarette use among stu-

dents. “While traditional cigarette con-
sumption by youth in the U.S. is at an 
all-time low (5%),” said Nancy Brown, 
AHA chief executive officer, “nearly 33% 
percent of high school students are 
actively using e-cigarette products and 
have increased use of menthol and 
disposable e-cigarettes.” The AHA 
resources include:

▪ Tobacco-free district assessment 
that helps districts identify opportuni-
ties to update or strengthen their 
current policies and practices along 
with a sample policy that promotes 

supportive 
disciplinary 
practices and 
alternatives to suspension.  
(Editor’s note: As with any sample 
policy, districts must take care to 
carefully review the language and 
modify it, as needed, to reflect local 
goals and local context.)

▪ Technical assistance and support  
in creating sustainable change.

▪ On-demand webinars to grow and 
sustain a tobacco-free culture of 
health. 

To access these resources and learn 
more, visit heart.org/antivaping. □

COVID-19 Leaves Thousands of Children Parentally Bereaved

American Heart Association Offers 
Resources on Vaping

SECRET SERVICE :  
Warning Signs Precede 
School Violence

UW-Madison Looking to Help Local Partners Tackle Their Challenges
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Understanding Mental Health,  
One Question at a Time

T o our new school board members 
— welcome! You are now among 
an important group of nearly 

3,000 citizens charged with the duty 
of governing public education in 
Wisconsin. 

Serving on a school board is 
challenging. As you join, budgeting 
and planning for the next school 
year is underway, annual meetings 
are coming up and graduation day is 
just around the corner. There’s a lot 
to learn. But we hope you find board 
service rewarding.

We look forward to meeting you 
in person. In the meantime, know 
that the WASB is here to help. I 
encourage you to visit WASB.org 
and become familiar with the ser-
vices and resources available to you. 
The WASB New Board Member 
Handbook, found on the Basic Legal 
and Governance Resources webpage, 
is a great place to start. You’ll also 
want to avail yourself of the profes-
sional development opportunities 
provided by the WASB.

This month, those opportunities 
expand to include a new Online 
Learning Platform, which gives 
members one convenient location to 
access many of the WASB’s recorded 
webinars and online workshops. 

The easy-to-use format categorizes 
the content into introductory and 
advanced trainings on school law, 
finance, governance and more. The 
platform also includes new training 
the WASB has developed specifically 

for board presidents, clerks and 
treasurers on their roles and duties.

The Online Learning Platform is 
available as an annual district sub-
scription, giving the entire board and 
district administrator access to all the 
content for a full year. I encourage 
you to check it out. Contact the 
WASB to subscribe.

In this month’s issue of the 
School News, I’d like to call your 
attention to the feature article 
focusing on an important topic for 
all school districts — student and 
staff mental health. 

In the state’s most recent Youth 
Risk Behavior Survey, 21% of Wis-
consin children were diagnosed with 
depression, anxiety, behavioral and 
other problems. Today, after more 
than a year of living with a global 
pandemic, those numbers are likely 
even higher. 

We’ve long known about the 
importance of mental health to student 
success and how difficult it can be to 
address. The next several years may be 
particularly challenging as we help 
students and staff move forward.

To foster conversations and 
action at the board table, we selected 
an article written by a mental health 
expert who also serves as a school 
board member in West Des Moines, 
Iowa. She understands what it is like 
to walk in your shoes and outlines 
concrete steps boards can take to 
make mental health a priority. 

In particular, I encourage you to 

review the suggested discussion 
questions as a board to assess where 
progress needs to be made. Consider 
tackling a few at a time so you’re 
able to set definitive action steps. For 
example, you might begin by asking 
what evidence your district uses to 
evaluate student mental health, and 
what data would be helpful. 

These discussion questions also 
compel us to consider the mental 
health of staff to prevent teacher 
turnover, higher health care costs and 
performance issues. (This is a good 
time to remind you that National 
Teacher Appreciation Week is the 
first week of May — how does your 
district celebrate its teachers?)

I don’t have all the answers,  
but I hope we’ve given you some  
of the right questions to ask.

And don’t overlook your own 
mental wellness in these conversations. 
This year has also been extremely 
challenging for school board members 
and district administrators. Be sure to 
take time to consider your own health 
and well-being.

Finally, check out the Capitol 
Watch column in this month’s issue 
for an important state budget 
update. With the interplay of one-
time federal money as a factor in 
budgeting, communicating with state 
lawmakers is as important as ever.

As always, thank you for all that 
you do! ◾

In the state’s most recent Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 21% of Wisconsin children were 
diagnosed with depression, anxiety, behavioral and other problems. Today, after more 
than a year of living with a global pandemic, those numbers are likely even higher.

Connect with the WASB!      Twitter @wasbwi       Facebook  facebook.com/WISchoolBoards
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T here is a mental health 
epidemic facing schools 
across the nation. Com-
prehensive school mental 
health systems build the 

foundations for schools to be able  
to create thriving environments and 
develop sustainable supports. Thus, 
school boards are a vital partner  
to improve the mental health of  
students, staff and families.

Editor’s note: The 2019 Wisconsin 
Youth Risk Behavior Survey (the 
most recent one in which results are 
available) indicates that suicide rates 
among Wisconsin students remained 
unchanged since 2017. However, the 
number of students reporting 

anxiety, self-harm, seriously consid-
ering suicide and making a suicide 
plan all increased while the number 
of students reporting that they 
received the help they needed when 
sad, angry or anxious declined.

 |Mental health trends
According to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, suicide is the 
second leading cause of death for 
young people. While girls attempt 
suicide more often, more boys die by 
suicide — though recent data suggests 
the gender gap is closing.

One out of five young people has a 
mental illness yet fewer than 20% 
receive treatment. LGBTQ youth are 
four times more likely to attempt 

suicide than their heterosexual peers. 
African-American children ages 5-12 
are completing suicide at higher rates 
than any other demographic.

 |What mental illness  
looks like in school

Mental illness is a biological, medical 
disorder similar to asthma or dia-
betes.1 There is not a choice to have 
depression any more than there is to 
have heart disease. The difference is 
that the stigma associated with 
mental illness can be so strong that 
young people, parents and loved ones 
may think they have failed by getting 
a child mental health treatment.

A student who is frequently tardy, 
falls asleep in class, turns in homework 

Lorem ipsum dolor este lorem ipsum dolor este 
ipsum dolor este lorem ipsum dolor este |   Jennifer Ulie-Wells, Ph.D.

Jennifer Ulie-Wells, Ph.D.

1144ways
SCHOOL MENTAL HEALTH
School boards can improve 
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late, and seems irritable may be con-
sidered lazy or disrespectful. However, 
the student may struggle to fall or stay 
asleep at night and wake with intense 
headaches and nausea — all potential 
psychosomatic symptoms for anxiety 
or depression.

 |What is school mental health 
Comprehensive school mental health 
is defined as “an array of supports 
and services that promote positive 
school climate, social and emotional 
learning, and mental health and 
well-being while reducing the preva-
lence and severity of mental illness.”

“These systems are built on a strong 
foundation of district and school pro-
fessionals, including administrators, 
educators and specialized instructional 
support personnel (e.g., school psychol-
ogists, school social workers, school 
counselors, school nurses and other 
school health professionals), all in 
strategic partnership with students and 
families as well as community health 
and mental health partners. These 
systems also assess and address the 
social and environmental factors that 
impact mental health, including public 
policies and social norms that shape 
mental health outcomes.”2

The outcomes of implementing 
comprehensive school mental health 
include:

▪ Increased academic achievement 

▪ Higher attendance and  
graduation rates

▪ Decrease in discipline referrals

▪ Fewer special education referrals

 |Why schools?
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and 
the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act require schools to 
provide a free and appropriate educa-

tion (FAPE) for all students. Schools 
have an obligation to provide quality 
education to all students.

While educators are not therapists, 
they have the power to create class-
room and school spaces that allow 
students to feel safe, loved and 
respected. Creating sustainable school 
mental health systems benefits students 
as well as educators and families.

 1 Prioritize school mental health as 
a district goal. A student cannot 

learn if their brain is not functioning 
well. It is a basic need, like food or 
clothing. Every district strategic goal 
is benefited by prioritizing school 
mental health. The first step is devel-
oping a district action team including 
educators, administrators, parents 
and guardians, students, mental 
health professionals, and school 
board members.

 2 Create comprehensive school 
mental health systems. There 

cannot be enough emphasis on the 
importance of creating sustainable 
school mental health systems versus 
training only. Training in isolation is 
not sustainable. Even train-the-
trainer models have potential 
dangers since the trainer may not 
have mental health or trauma exper-
tise. Without a sustainable system, 
inspired educators and administra-
tors return to their duties with ideas 
but lacking a strategic system to 
implement and maintain them. 

There are many free resources 
available to help strengthen the 
work of your district in developing  
a sustainable school mental health 
system, including resources from the 
National Center for School Mental 
Health and the Mental Health Tech-
nology Transfer Center Network. Be 
wary of commercial outlets selling a 
product or training that claims to 

solve all the district’s problems. 

 3 Recognize how schools impact 
mental health in marginalized 

populations. School mental health 
must address how school systems 
impact the mental wellness of mar-
ginalized populations. For instance, 
LGBTQ youth from highly rejecting 
families are 8.4 times more likely to 
attempt suicide. Suicide rates for 
African-American youth ages 5-12 
are double that of the white children 
of the same age.

There is an abundance of literature 
and research discussing the inequities 
created by school systems. In American 
schools, 82% of educators are white, 
creating a cultural mismatch for the 
over 50% of students of color. Cultural 
mismatch refers to the norms of the 
institution not matching the norms of 
the cultures represented within the 
school, which result in inequitable 
disciplinary decision-making towards 
students of color.

Students facing ongoing microag-
gressions in school develop a distrust  
of schools and educators, resulting in 
further traumatic responses. Examples 
include a student who is told not to use 
their cultural dialect in class because it 
sounds like slang to the teacher, which 
forces the student to engage in code-
switching — using different dialects at 
home and school. 

Similarly, when adults tell LGBTQ 
students their identity is not legitimate 
or accepted, it creates trauma. Federal 
law protects LGBTQ clubs yet many 
frequently jump through additional 
hoops to be established and recognized. 
A trans student commonly takes on a 
new name during the transition process, 
leaving behind a “dead name,” which,  
if used, can traumatize the student.

School mental health cannot 
improve without devoting time and 
professional development to implicit 

Creating sustainable school mental health systems  
benefits students as well as educators and families.
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A child should not have to fail  
before they get the support they need. 

bias, critical reflection and system 
equity as part of the implementation. 
This includes evaluating policies, 
equity audits, disciplinary data, 
achievement data and student surveys 
with a racial, cultural and gender lens 
to better understand the experience 
and barriers facing students.

4 Align discipline policies to 
improve behavior. A child should 

not have to fail before they get the 
support they need. As a district, the 
goal should be to reduce undesired 
behaviors using research-based strate-
gies, not by following antiquated 
traditions. Research is clear that 
get-tough and zero-tolerance 
responses to behavior are not only 
ineffective, they increase negative 
social and academic impact, espe-
cially for male students of color. 

Policies need to reflect brain 
development, neural responses to 
toxic stress on the brain, mental 
illness, behavioral research, with 
attention to increasing racial/cultural 
equity, and restorative practices. 
School districts benefit from policies 

that include high levels of prevention 
to reduce behaviors as well as restor-
ative practices that allow students to 
get the help they need, such as 
mental health and substance abuse 
treatment. 

In 2016, Michigan enacted law 
requiring all school districts to use 
restorative practices in policy and 
practice. This language should be in 
all discipline policies. 

 5 Follow IEP and 504 Plans for 
mental health. Occasionally, I get 

asked if students should have a 504 
Plan to ensure accommodations if they 
aren’t visibly struggling, and my 
response is, do you wait for a student 
to have an asthma attack to create a 
plan? A child with asthma needs a 
plan and accommodations prior to  
a health crisis. 

Mental health needs the same 
diligence, urgency and prevention. 
Both individualized education plans 
under IDEA, which ensure students 
with disabilities receive specialized 
instruction and services, and 504 
Plans under the Rehabilitation Act, 

which ensure accommodations for 
students with disabilities based on 
their specific circumstances, are legal 
documents made in the best interest 
of the child. Mental illness is an 
invisible disability, but it is still real.

 6 Ensure mental health expertise  
at manifestation determination 

meetings. If a child with an IEP is 
being excluded from school due  
to a suspension or an expulsion,  
a meeting must be held within 10 
days to determine if the undesired 
behaviors were a manifestation of 
the student’s disability. There is 
increasing attention on the manifes-
tation determination process due to 
the high levels of subjectivity being 
used to execute the meetings, partic-
ularly for students of color with 
behavioral health disabilities.

Given the complexities of behav-
ioral health disabilities, if the IEP 
team is missing mental health exper-
tise such as a school psychologist, 
psychiatrist, clinical social worker  
or mental health therapist, that 
becomes a slippery slope. Symptoms 

6   |  Wisconsin School News



of trauma and mental illness can feel 
frustrating and be easily misunder-
stood, leading to false determina-
tions that a student’s behaviors are 
not manifested by their disability. 
Disregarding the feedback of a stu-
dent’s mental health professional is 
also a concern.

 7 Protect educator mental wellness. 
After the tragedy in Parkland, 

Florida, I had educators calling me, 
crying, exhausted from a field they 
once loved, asking “What do I tell a 
student when they ask me if I will take 
a bullet for them?” Parkland wasn’t the 
start of an entire field of professionals 
burning out, rather an additional 
reminder that education is tough. The 
expectations are higher than ever yet 
time and resources are fewer.

Even the most amazing educators 
under challenging conditions will start 
to see an erosion of their mental 
health. Some of the most common 
indicators of burn out are arriving late 
to work, increased absences, poor 
work follow-through, struggling to 
concentrate, depression, less patience, 
and low self-worth. Using a punitive 
approach may take a struggling edu-
cator to the point of collapse. Educa-
tors working with higher-need students 
need higher levels of support, self-care 
and access to mental health support.

School boards need to be a model 
of prioritizing school mental health. 
Consider embedding mental health 
days as sick days, encourage staff 
social committees to shift into staff 
wellness committees, provide onsite 
therapy for educators, give time at 
staff meetings for educators to 
engage in self-care, and, most of all, 
provide opportunities for educators 
to provide feedback and have a voice 
within the district. 

 8 Understand the unique challenges 
of rural districts. Rural school 

districts are facing a more severe 
epidemic than suburban and urban 
districts who can more easily collabo-
rate with other entities. Rural districts 
benefit when state agencies collaborate 
with education agencies to develop 
school mental health resources to 
reduce the legwork for schools. In 

addition, data collection is critical to 
help state education leaders and legis-
lators understand the story of school 
mental health across the state.

 9 Advocate strongly for school 
mental health legislation. Most 

legislators rely heavily on feedback 
from school board members in their 
district. To assume that legislators 
have the same dedication to school 
mental health or even a basic under-
standing of mental illness and 
trauma would be ill-informed and 
dangerous.

Every year in my advocacy,  
 encounter legislators who say they  
will not support mental health legisla-
tion because “the real problem is just 
bad parenting.” School boards are a 
critical member of this work to change 
and save lives, so take the time to 
encourage legislators to support well- 
informed work and make funding 
school mental health a priority.

 10 Understand that school  
counselors are not therapists. 

School counselors are often the first 
line of prevention and intervention 
with student’s social, emotional  
and mental health, but they are not 
therapists. While some may be certi-
fied to do mental health therapy, 
school counselors have a responsi-
bility to serve all students with coun-
seling programs, groups, prevention, 
referrals and crisis intervention — 
hence their role is not to do indi-
vidual therapy.

Districts would benefit from 
knowing how their counselor-to- 
student ratio compares to the  
American School Counselor  
Association recommendation of  
one counselor to 250 students.  
It is unfortunate when schools 
schedule counselors to supervise 
study hall, learning lab, lunch and 
recess, which reduces their time to 
engage in critical prevention with 
students. When schools struggle 
with undesired student behaviors, 
one consideration is to increase 
school counselor-to-student time.

Some of the biggest barriers to 
getting student therapy are transpor-
tation, time and cost, so creating  
a school-based therapy program with 
outside agencies reduces barriers. 
Some agencies use sliding scales or 
work with community partners such 
as the United Way to reduce insur-
ance co-pays. To be used effectively, 
school-based therapists need private, 
quiet space during the day rather 
than in the corner of a hallway.

 11 Implement a comprehensive 
school safety plan. While the 

risk of mass violence in a school is 
rare, it is reasonable that any school 
board would go to great lengths to 
make sure that students, staff and 
family members are safe on school 
grounds. All districts need a com-
prehensive school safety plan in 
place with prevention and response 
protocols.

School districts are best served to 
utilize local, state and federal law 
enforcement expertise and program-
ming. Commercialized school safety 

Even the most  
amazing educators  
under challenging  

conditions will  
start to see  

an erosion of  

their mental health.

May 2021   |   7



programs are building momentum, 
so thoroughly research before com-
mitting to a costly program.

 12 Use appropriate screeners. 
There are a multitude of 

screeners available. Some evaluate 
suicidal thoughts, the risk of suicide or 
social-emotional health or screen for  

a variety of other mental health disor-
ders and substance abuse. Screeners 
can provide critical data, identify a 
problem before it becomes a crisis and 
help school counselors and adminis-
trators fulfill their “duty to warn,” an 
obligation to inform parents of any 
suicidal ideation. But you have to 
know what you are screening for and 

find a tool that matches.
A screener alone does not solve a 

problem, there needs to be a compre-
hensive system in place; and whoever 
is administering the screener needs to 
be highly trained, because even the 
best screener can be ineffective if 
administered by untrained staff. 

As a school board and administrative team, you set the tone 
and the priorities for your district. This discussion guide is 
designed to allow you to have in-depth and important discus-
sions about where your district is currently at and where you 
would like to go next. As you engage, be as objective as pos-
sible seeking actual evidence to drive your conversations and 
understanding. 

Your district will not already be masterful at all school 
mental health practices, so proceed with that in mind. That 
said, your actions can save students, staff and families who 
are suffering in silence. Your district is better because of your 
commitment to this work. 

Remember in these discussions — when we refer to school 
mental health, we are referring to it as the larger field that 
encompasses brain disorders, trauma-informed care,  
social emotional health, and learning.

Below are a set of questions to help kickstart your  
district’s discussions:

▪ As you read the article, what are some of the largest  
connections you are making to your own district?

▪ In your own personal or professional capacity, what mental 
health or trauma training have you received?

▪ What school mental health celebrations does your district have 
that need to be shared with the board, if they have not already? 
These are critical and worthy of celebration.

▪ What is your district already doing that is building strength and 
capacity for sustainable school mental health systems?

▪ What do you see as some of the biggest areas of concern  
for school mental health in your district?

▪ What evidence is your district using to evaluate school 
mental health needs of students, staff and families? 

P L E A S E  P A S S  T H E  L O V E         Discussion Guide and Questions
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 13 Reduce the stigma of mental 
illness. One of the driving 

forces that prevent people from 
getting help is the stigma associated 
with mental illness. At board meet-
ings, remind your superintendent, 
administrators, educators and stu-
dents to engage in high levels of 
self-care and that their mental health 
is important. Talk about mental 
illness as a matter of fact, as you 
would discuss any other medical 
condition. The more we talk about 
mental health, the more we nor-
malize it. Encourage your district to 
make it a priority. 

 14 Don’t wait for a suicide to take 
action. One of the most 

eye-opening insights I’ve heard 
came from my superintendent, 
“When it comes to a crisis, it isn’t a 
matter of ‘if,’ rather a matter of 

‘when.’” Do not wait until a suicide 
completion to make mental health a 
priority. I get many calls from dis-
tricts after a student or staff has 
died by suicide, and the pain, chaos 
and confusion can leave them para-
lyzed and dysfunctional for weeks 
or months. It is heartbreaking, 
stressful and makes high-level func-
tioning impossible. 

The return on investment for cre-
ating comprehensive school mental 
health systems is endless. It impacts 
every district goal area, improves 
academic achievement, decreases 
discipline referrals, benefits student 
and staff morale, and the list goes on.

As school board members, this 
can feel overwhelming, but it does 
not have to be. Use this opportunity 
to change lives, potentially saving 
them. There is an abundance of free 
resources available for school dis-

tricts. The mental wellness of our 
schools and those within them will 
not improve without making school 
mental health a priority. ◾

Supporting material for this article can be found 
at pleasepassthelove.org.

Jennifer Ulie-Wells, Ph.D., is the executive director 
of Please Pass the Love. She trains thousands of 
educators, young people, families and commu-
nity providers on a variety of school mental health 
topics. In 2018, she launched the first online 
school mental health academy in Iowa. In 2019, 
she launched the Iowa School Mental Health 
Alliance, an independent school mental health 
community of practice with hundreds of stake-
holders across Iowa. She is also a member of the 
school board in West Des Moines, Iowa. 

Reprinted with permission.

1. American Psychiatric Association,  
psychiatry.org/patients-families/ 
what-is-mental-illness.

2 National Center for School Mental Health, 
schoolmentalhealth.org.

▪ What pieces of data would be helpful?

▪ When your district is evaluating data, how are demographic 
pieces of data (e.g., gender, race, supplemental education 
services) being used to drive culturally responsive deci-
sion-making (discipline, academic, attendance)?

▪ Discipline issues can often be dismissed as just “bad 
behavior,” but they can be indicators of other issues based in 
trauma responses and mental illness. When evaluating your 
disciplinary protocols, are they reflective of the evidence-based 
best practices such as restorative practices? 

▪ How often is disciplinary data being evaluated, especially  
using demographic data, to be able to identify and address 
overrepresentation?

▪ How can disciplinary practices impact the mental  
wellness of students? 

▪ How does your district address adult and student  
self-care and wellness?

▪ What licensed mental health expertise is participating  
in manifestation determination meetings to help make  
decisions on whether a behavior is a manifestation  
of a mental illness disability?

▪ As board members, how do you advocate priorities with 
legislators?

▪ What is your district’s suicide prevention and post-suicide 
response plan?

▪ What is your district’s school counselor-to-student ratio and how 
does it compare with the national recommendation?

▪ What are the biggest needs for your district that would help 
improve and build school mental health capacity? What are the 
barriers to getting those needs met? ◽

The more we talk about mental health, the more we normalize it.  
Encourage your district to make it a priority.
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Using the Nine Principles of Organi-
zational Excellence as a framework, 
district leaders developed the 
mindset and skill set to solve prob-
lems and remove the barriers that 
stood in the way of their students, 
staff and families.  

This culture of continuous 

improvement took years to incul-
cate, but it yielded results. In 2011, 
Menomonee Falls High School was 
designated “in need of improve-
ment” by the federal government. 
Six years later, it was a U.S. News & 
World Report “top high school in 
the nation.”

At the heart of these outcomes is a 
systemwide culture of continuous 
improvement that starts with a school 
board’s policy on its commitment to 
continuous improvement and flows 
down to the onboarding of every new 
staff member in the district’s culture 
of service and their role in continuous 
improvement. Along the way, every 
improvement is an opportunity to 
collect data, make changes and con-
tinue the process. Each decision in 
this process is guided by the seven 
principles shown on the next page.

 In March 2020, we were caught at the center of a maelstrom: Schools closed, 
parents lost their jobs, and the stability of Wisconsin communities was  
threatened. No one could have prepared for this pandemic. But Menomonee 

Falls School District leaders had, over the past decade, embraced a culture  
that prepared them to adapt to crisis.

“Good or bad, your culture creates the engine for your work in a crisis.”   Corey Golla
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This work didn’t leave the district 
prepared for the pandemic, exactly. 
But the culture of continuous 
improvement provided the skills 
necessary to tackle the crisis head on.

 | Principles and the pandemic
The day after schools and busi-
nesses closed in March 2020, 
Menomonee Falls superintendent 
Corey Golla called an emergency 
meeting with the school board and 
leadership team. Golla opened the 
meeting with a working set of core 
principles to guide decision making. 
Little did he know they would be 
needed for the next 12 months and 
beyond.

 “Good or bad,” Golla told the 
team, “your culture creates the 
engine for your work in a crisis.”  
Within five days, the district’s  
students were receiving virtual 
instruction. 

 | A shared vision 
Twenty miles from Menomonee 
Falls, Waukesha County leaders 
were pulling together their crisis 
teams. The county experienced 
10-20 new cases each day. The 
thriving economy’s typically low 
unemployment rate quintupled to 
11.7% with 18,500 people out of 
work. County executive Paul Farrow 
knew the well-being of the 

How one district employed continuous 
 improvement to keep kids learning |  Pat Greco, Ph.D.

Culture to

CRISIS
OVERCOME

▪ Physical health and safety of students

▪ Physical health and safety of employees

▪ Social and emotional health of students, 

parents, employees and community

▪ Sustaining student learning

▪ District financial stability

▪ Economic stability of employees

▪ Community support

SCHOOL DISTRICT OF 
MENOMONEE FALLS 
GUIDING PRINCIPLES
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Waukesha County communities 
would depend on their ability 
to work together across organi-
zations.  

Farrow aligned his leaders to 
the jobs that needed to be done, 
shifting job responsibilities to 
where people were needed most. The 
county convened weekly meetings 
with school superintendents, commu-
nity college leaders, county health 
nurses and school nurses.  

The cadence of meetings acceler-
ated. COVID rates were monitored 
daily as county staff analyzed the 
spread according to school district 
boundary lines. School district 
leaders from across the county met 

with county staff weekly in highly 
structured meetings. 

The process maps were clear. 
Team members knew when and how 
to communicate to families about 
potential exposure. Notices to fami-
lies were co-created with county 
health and school district nurses. The 
decision-rules for contact tracing and 
quarantine were consistent. Refine-
ments to the processes became pos-
sible as they learned week over week 

from the communication 
efforts that worked and where 
they were getting stuck. The 
simple things mattered most 
— consistent communication 
logs, daily updates and mes-
sages with shared logos to 

demonstrate collaboration. No one 
was working alone.

Allison Bussler, director of public 
works for Waukesha County, served 
as the county’s education outreach 
coordinator. “We knew the school 
superintendents were under enor-
mous pressure. We focused on 
working alongside them with a 
shared focus to do what it would 
take to open safely,” she shared.

Within one week of classes resuming, school leaders collected parent feedback.
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 | Communicating and problem-solving
Communication was intentional.  
The feedback cycles that were valued 
within their regular routines now 
became essential. Within one week  
of classes resuming, school leaders 
collected parent feedback through  
a pulse-check survey. District leaders 
discussed key parent and staff con-
cerns with county leaders daily and 
weekly meetings.

Golla updated the school board 
and full staff each Friday. Principals 
and teachers then shared the key 
messages with families and students 
each Sunday. The flow of communi-
cation was consistent and reliable 
with a focus on small amounts of 
information being shared frequently 
using coordinated templates. It was 
widely understood where to find 
updates and how to ask questions.

 | Data for learning
Data and feedback are key elements 
of continuous improvement. Golla 
started each day with a district dash-

board that highlighted the measures 
that mattered most to monitor 
student progress and ensure safety, 
including COVID-19 case counts, 
quarantine numbers, substitute fill 
rates, and any evidence of internal 
transmissions. Standard weekly 
meetings became tight leadership 
huddles to prioritize challenges and 
allow for quick decision-making.

The facilities, technology and 
finance teams monitored protocols and 
resources. Principals reviewed daily 
attendance and important learning 
milestones, targeting intentional sup-
ports to teachers. Grade-level teams 
focused on student progress data, 
meeting weekly to identify the content 
students found challenging and plan 
how to use interventionists and aides. 
Problem solving was owned by every 
member of the team using the district’s 
seven principles. 

As area nurses worked to ramp up 
capacity for contact tracing, the 
Menomonee Falls’ school leaders and 
board focused on getting their stu-

dents and staff back to school safely.  
With classroom assessment  

data showing 4K-2nd grade students 
struggling the most in the virtual 
setting, the team prioritized bringing 
the youngest learners back for face-to-
face learning five days a week. The 
district went to work installing new  
air handling systems while staff were 
trained on decision rules for personal 
protection and the processes that 
would be followed for potential expo-
sure and quarantine. Consistent 
cleaning and personal safety protocols 
were hardwired to ensure student 
learning would not be disrupted.  

The district opened schools in 
October for the youngest students 
and children with special needs. 
Students in grades 3-12 were served 
in full-day, hybrid schedules. Each 
transition decision from March 
2020 to January 2021 was inten-
tional. The team worked together  
to navigate decisions effectively and 
achieve their vision of keeping 
students learning and everyone safe. 

ALIGNED SUNDAY 
UPDATES

Principal notes  
to home

Teacher preview  
of the week

DISTRICT FRIDAY 
UPDATES

Parents & Community

Answer questions 
from previous week

Collect new questions 

WEEKLY GRADE LEVEL,  
DEPT. MEETINGS

PLCs

Small group rounding

Individual rounding

LEADER HUDDLES

Once a week 
30 minutes

Proactive &  
reflective

FEEDBACK & PULSE 
SURVEYS

Parents

Students

Staff

Each transition decision from March 2020 to January 2021 was intentional. 
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 | Results matter

The School District of Menomonee 
Falls is a district of choice. Their 
investment in their people has changed 
performance of their schools over a 
decade. This team was able to dig in 
to solve the challenges that caused 
many communities to get stuck. Their 
data show students are performing 
academically close to a typical year. 

This team knows which students are 
currently struggling. They are focused 
on their next improvement cycle. 
Students in eighth and ninth grades 
experienced an increase in failing a 
core class. Supports are being planned 
now to help individual students over 
the next quarter to end their school 
year in a better position.  

The unemployment rate is now 

under 4% in Waukesha County. 
Parents are back to work. Businesses 
are recovering. Children are learning. 
The prevention efforts, cleaning proto-
cols and shared processes limited the 
risk of spread of infection as students 
and staff managed in-person instruc-
tion. This army of improvers can  
be very proud. Their efforts made  
the difference.

P R O C E S S E S  T H A T  M A T T E R E D

1. Feedback was valued to assess  
 what was working and prioritize  
 next actions.

▪ Leader rounding with all staff

▪ 30- and 90-day parent, staff  
and student pulse-check surveys

▪ Plus/Delta Process: What worked? 
What needed adjusting?

▪ Teachers conferred with students 
individually and in small groups

2. Focused team time to plan together,   
     problem-solve and improve.

▪ Common assessment data shared 
to learn from bright spots

▪ Team members assessed root  
cause of barriers

▪ Improvement cycles were framed  
by staff closest to the work

▪ Teams measured impact on student 
learning to align supports

3. Scaffolding communication to  
 parents, students and staff.

▪ Weekly updates were shared  
with board and all staff

▪ Weekly updates were scaffolded  
to all students and families

▪ Teams assessed impact on  
student, staff and parent  
confidence
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 | Key takeaways

Innovation means doing your  
real work outrageously well.  
District leaders and board  
members took the long view  
for their communities. No fads  
or flashy slogans. Investing in  
the mindset of organizational  
excellence and the skillset of 
improvement paid off.

Think differently. Committing to 
leadership development allowed 
these teams to listen deeply, sustain 
trust, communicate seamlessly and 
problem-solve effectively. 

Plan differently. Isolated initiatives 
bleed resources. Evidenced-based 
leadership and continuous improve-
ment produce long-term value and 
real results. 

Act differently. Commitment to 
service and principled leadership 
builds capacity to lead through  
any challenge. ◾

Pat Greco, Ph.D., is the senior director of 
thought leadership for Studer Education  
and a retired superintendent of the School 
District of Menomonee Falls.

M E A S U R E S  T H A T  M A T T E R E D

Absence Rate

Do we have  
sufficient staffing?

Has the absence rate  
changed quickly?

Are the absences in a 
common location/school/

grade/activity?

Percentage of residents  
with recent positive test

Is the current burden rate  
at a concerning level?

Is the percent + cases at  
a concerning level?

Is there spread within the system?

Is contact tracing for current  
cases available?

Local Impact

Are cases/absences targeted  
to a location or activity?

Can the cases be traced?

Are the cases impacting students?

Are the cases impacting staff?

How quickly is the change 
 in case rate?
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TAKING CENTER STAGE 
Performances and assemblies have a new home in the G-E-T School District. 
The new performing arts center, funded by a successful referendum, has seating 
for 700, dressing rooms, a scene shop, and dedicated pre-function space. 
This, is Building Excellence. 

920.969.7000  |  edu@miron-construction.com
VIEW OUR K-12 PROJECT EXPERIENCE AT MIRON-CONSTRUCTION.COM

GALE-ETTRICK-TREMPEALEAU HIGH SCHOOL
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W e often say education is about 
relationships. That’s especially 
true at the board table. 

The crucial relationship between 
the board and superintendent can be 
at its most vulnerable during an evalu-
ation. At the same time, it’s one of the 
best opportunities for that relationship 
to grow. To see an evaluation as an 
opportunity, you need to start with an 
appropriate frame of mind. 

The right evaluation process 
considers the needs of both the 
school board and the administrator. 

It’s fair, meaning that it relies on a 
transparent process and evidence 
agreed upon by all parties in 
advance. It fits legal standards for 
evaluation, including use of the 
administrator’s job description and 
observation input provided by the 
board. Finally, it’s flexible. It can 
adapt to a particular district and 
superintendent and change over time 
since the goals of a first-year super-
intendent tend to be different than a 
veteran. 

Using these goals, the WASB 

created a Superintendent Evaluation 
Framework to help Wisconsin’s 
superintendents grow in their role 
while strengthening the relationship 
with their school board. 

We call it a framework because  
it provides conceptual and practical 
supports while preserving flexibility.  
A builder’s framework doesn’t commit 
them to a particular vision; it leaves 
plenty of room to make a building 
unique.

The starting point is the relation-
ship.

W A S B  S U P E R I N T E N D E N T  

EVALUATION FRAMEWORK
Starting with the relationship 

by Louise Blankenheim  
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 | Doing the work, together
When the Iola-Scandinavia School 
Board evaluated its superintendent 
last year, most of its members had 
served for less than three years. It was 
a particularly difficult process for the 
less experienced board, according to 
Board President Diana Jones.

She remembers looking for outside 
resources and believing they were 
fundamentally fair. But the experi-
ence also left the board members 
ready to consider a more structured 
process. “When we heard about the 
new framework, we said, ‘Let’s look 
into this. It would give us a structure 
from year to year,’” Jones says.

School boards and superinten-
dents have a similar need — they 
want a fair, professional process  
that is objective and based on data. 

The WASB developed the Superin-
tendent Evaluation Framework to 
encourage a collaborative mindset. 
Setting an objective, professional 
process goes far in establishing good 

faith. This way, you can focus on the 
mission of your district instead of the 
validity of your process. The WASB 
framework was developed in consul-
tation with veteran superintendents 
who understand from experience the 
importance of a fair process.

Nurturing the administrator-board 
relationship is especially critical for 
first-year superintendents. That’s why 
we’ve created a separate process for 

new district leaders that relies on 
prompts and dialogue instead of 
scoring.

Fairness also requires that the 
evaluation represent the consensus 
view of the entire board. An individual 
board member’s comments do not 
belong in an evaluation document.

When it comes to an evaluation, 
we don’t believe in surprises. Super-
intendents want their evaluation to 

Setting an objective, professional process  
goes far in establishing good faith.

May 2021   |   17



be based on their performance of 
measurable goals outlined in the 
strategic plan. 

Just as each district is unique,  
each plan is different. This is why  
we created a flexible process.

 | Standards fit to your students
Meeting the leadership challenges 
that underlie student success can feel 
like a juggling act with many differ-
ent-sized balls in the air at once.

There are instructional tasks in 
setting a curriculum and assessing its 
success. And the professional com-
munities of educators that help 
students thrive do not come natu-
rally. Finally, an administrator acts 
according to an ethical code that 
places the district’s vision and core 
values at its center.

The WASB Superintendent Evalua-
tion Framework uses the Professional 
Standards for Education Leaders 
created by the National Policy Board 
for Educational Administration. These 
professional standards identify 11 
leadership domains linked with 
student learning.

We do not expect or recommend 
that all 11 standards will be used in 
one evaluation. An evaluation that 
tries to cover all of them will not 
explore any of them in depth. 
Rather, we suggest that each board 
choose the three most relevant stan-
dards in any given year. 

As with much of a school board’s 
work, the law sets a floor, but not a 
ceiling, for performance. We also 
took steps to ensure that our frame-
work exceeds both state require-

ments for a written evaluation. But, 
again, we see these as opportunities 
to make the evaluation better, above 
and beyond following the law. 

 | Artifacts and the job description 
State law requires that an administra-
tor’s evaluation include observation of 
the administrator’s performance as 
part of the evaluation data.

Our framework supports the use of 
tangible, objective evidence to evaluate 
superintendent performance — we call 
them “artifacts.” There are plenty of 
places to find artifacts, such as board 
packets, weekly board notes, adminis-
trator meeting reports, audit findings, 
curriculum samples, school improve-
ment plans and much, much more. 

The choice of which artifacts will 
serve as evidence of superintendent 
performance should be made at the 
beginning of the evaluation cycle and 
agreed upon by the board and the 
superintendent.

In the Iola-Scandinavia School 
District, the COVID-19 crisis made 
communication a natural choice as an 
evaluation standard for their superin-
tendent, Jones says. 

As the board went through the 
prompts in the relevant standard, 
called “Meaningful Engagement of 
Families and Community,” they dis-
covered thoughtful ways to approach 
the issue. Communication, they 
learned, is about more than sending 
emails. It includes publicly advocating 
for students’ needs, partnering with 
private entities and more. 

A second requirement in state law 
calls for the evaluation to be based on 
the administrator’s board-adopted 
written job description, including 
job-related duties. Job descriptions 
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may change over time to reflect an 
administrator’s duties. Within the 
Superintendent Evaluation Frame-
work, we included a job description 
audit tool with a sample description.

The framework is meant to be an 
adaptable yet comprehensive resource. 
But no document stands alone.

 | Working with you
Recognizing that a board would 
need multiple years to work through 
all 11 professional standards, the 
WASB Superintendent Evaluation 

Framework is available as a three-
year subscription. To effectively 
employ it, the WASB is providing 
two hours of consultation time with 
the purchase of a subscription. 
Boards may opt to contract for 
additional consultation time to 
further help them implement the 
evaluation process and develop their 
leadership skills. 

Jones said the Iola-Scandinavia 
board appreciated the ability to talk 
through the process with a WASB 
consultant. Ultimately, the frame-

work gave Jones’ board a valuable 
commodity — peace of mind. 

Jones said they “discovered that 
we can do this well, and we don’t 
have to stress over it.”

For more information about the 
WASB Superintendent Evaluation 
Framework, including short intro-
ductory videos, visit WASB.org. ◾

Louise Blankenheim is the director of  
Search and Organizational Services for the 
Wisconsin Association of School Boards. She 
is a former school district administrator and 
has 34 years of effective school district 
leadership in rural and urban districts.

Our framework supports the use  
of tangible, objective evidence to  

evaluate superintendent performance 
 — we call them “artifacts.”
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 F
or the school boards, superin-
tendents, business directors 
and facility directors who 
oversee them, capital referen-
dums can be once-in-a-career 
events. Given the critical 

opportunity presented by a capital 
referendum, management at the 
highest level can be as difficult as it 
is essential.

School districts typically partner 
with professional firms to assist with 
the details of planning and managing 
a referendum. Wisconsin is fortunate 
to have excellent architecture, con-
struction management and owner’s 
representative firms that specialize in 
capital referendums.  

Building Solutions, an owner’s 
representative firm in Wisconsin, is 
often approached by school districts 

seeking a construction/referendum 
expert to efficiently and effectively 
navigate the capital referendum 
process. The staff at Building Solutions 
believes that any district considering a 
referendum learns and understands 
what NOT to do before the first step 
is taken toward a referendum.

This article is the first in a series of 
three providing the perspectives of 
three key professionals intimately 
involved in the proactive planning it 
takes to lead a successful referendum. 
This article includes the perspective 
of two leading Wisconsin K-12 archi-
tects. The next article will include the 
perspective of a construction 
manager, and the third the perspec-
tive of an owner’s representative.  

Bray Architects and Plunkett 
Raysich Architects, two prominent 

Referendum 
      Mistakes

TOP 3

from the architect’s perspective

by Curt Wiebelhaus

IN THIS ISSUE, we examine the 
top 3 referendum mistakes  

from the architect’s perspective:

1 - Not developing the best  
referendum project for the  

students and the community.

2 - Failing to follow the  
results of the survey.

3 - Failing to engage  
the entire district. 

TOP3
REFERENDUM

MISTAKES

FI
RST IN

 A THREE-PART SERIES

AR C H I T E C T ’ S  P E R S P E C TIV
E
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Wisconsin K-12 architectural firms, 
provided insight and input for this 
article. Combined, these two firms 
have been involved in 128 refer-
endum campaigns in the last 10 
years. Their experience and perspec-
tive can help districts avoid 
repeating other districts’ mistakes. 

MISTAKE #1: Not developing the 
best referendum project for the 
students and the community.
A school district has many different 
viewpoints and opinions to consider 
when pursuing a referendum. A 
well-defined process is critical to 
ensuring the final result represents 
the true needs of the school district 
to best serve the students and the 
community. The following steps and 
processes will help ensure the district 
will come to the best solution. 

STEP 1 Build a team and develop a 
strategy. Most school districts start 
their referendum process because 
they have facility needs that are 
difficult to address through typical 
operational funding sources. They 
need help determining the full mag-
nitude of their needs and whether 
the community will support a refer-
endum. A minimal investment at this 

stage is appropriate to get profes-
sional guidance to help the district 
create a strategy based on its specific 
situation. It is not appropriate to 
commit the district to partners at 
this stage without establishing 
pre-referendum milestones that will 
limit the district’s risk and ensure a 
competitive process in selecting their 
partners.

Owner’s representatives, archi-
tects and construction managers are 
important partners to support the 
district’s pre-referendum planning 
efforts. The owner’s representative 
will be the key to dividing the poten-
tial project into the pre-referendum 
milestones. While establishing an 
overall strategy for the district, one 
of the initial steps is issuing a request 
for proposal to select an architect 
and/or construction manager for 
pre-referendum services. 

The primary role of the owner’s 
representative is to use their expertise 
to protect the overall interest of the 
district using proven processes. A 
well-written RFP is critical. The 
owner’s representative will create an 
RFP and help the district select the 
best architecture and construction 
management firms for the project. If 

structured correctly, the district's cost 
and risk of hiring an architect and 
construction manager before passing a 
referendum are low. Hiring these 
partners early provides the district an 
opportunity to partner with experts 
who will help guide the process. At 
the same time, it gives the professional 
firms an incentive to work hard to find 
the best solution that will result in a 
successful referendum vote so they 
may earn the opportunity to design 
and construct the project. It is very 
important that the owner’s representa-
tive establishes a well-written strategic 
RFP and contract to ensure all pre-and 
post-referendum costs are based on 
competitive, evaluated fees and rates. 

When districts hire services or 
purchase products, it is common to 
use a template RFP borrowed from 
another district. While this may work 
well in other purchasing situations 
that districts encounter, it does not 
work well for construction manage-
ment and architect services. The RFP 
is the foundation of the complex 
contract and the project. An RFP 
should only be written by someone 
who has a complete understanding of 
standard industry contracts by the 
American Institute of Architects.  

Owner’s representatives, architects and construction managers are important  

partners to support the district’s pre-referendum planning efforts.
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STEP 2 Assess the 
district’s needs.
If a current facility 
assessment does 

not already exist, a 
detailed assessment 

should be performed. It 
is necessary to know the strengths 
and deficiencies of existing facilities 
before options are developed. Defi-
ciencies may be related to deferred 
maintenance or inadequate spaces 
that don’t support the district’s 
current or future educational goals.  

An educational assessment is done 
in parallel to the facilities assessment. 
Key questions will be answered and 
documented during the educational 
assessment, including:

▪ What is the district’s vision 
related to delivering the best 
education? 

▪ What type of educational space 
is needed to meet the vision? 

▪ How are different types of 
learning environments best 
situated to support the vision?  

Some common ways to collect  
different perspectives related to 
district needs include: 

▪ The architect and engineers 
perform a technical analysis  
of every space.

▪ The building and grounds 
department reports areas of 
concerns and deficiencies.

▪ The district staff responds to a 
questionnaire, survey and/or a 
visioning meeting to provide 
feedback related to the facility 
deficiencies, concerns and/or 
opportunities.

▪ Educational opportunities, space 
and programming are compared 
to other model districts or 
benchmark standards.

STEP 3 Explore options and solutions.
Engage key administrators and staff 
in the district to elaborate on con-
cerns indicated by the broader staff 
feedback in step two. Brainstorm and 
develop potential solutions with a 
side-by-side comparison to show how 
each solution addresses the key needs 
of the district. This comparison docu-
ment helps the core team track all the 
different potential solutions and also 
helps communicate to the community 
the level of detail and effort that was 
performed by the district in an 
attempt to find the best solution.

STEP 4 Engage the community.  
It is important to provide the  
community several opportunities  
to be a part of the solution for  
two important reasons.

First, the broader community  
represents different perspectives. 
Staff members are often viewed as 
experts in developing the most effec-
tive way to educate the students. 
However, questions and comments 
from the community often allow the 
core team to make adjustments to 
improve the potential solutions by 
considering alternative viewpoints.

Secondly, the broader community 
does not know the intricate details 
related to education and facilities. 
Community engagement provides 
the district an opportunity to explain 
this detailed process and the many 
different factors included in the 
planning effort. When people under-
stand the process, along with under-
standing the “why,” they are more 
likely to support the solution.

Notes from a staff visioning session can help collect and distill different 
perspectives relating to district needs.
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STEP 5 Test or validate the narrowed 
down solution(s). Using a profes-
sional surveying firm, develop a 
survey for the broader community. 
A community survey provides an 
excellent opportunity for the district 
to understand the likely support for 
a referendum question. Some of the 
top goals related to performing a 
community survey include:

▪ Determine the tax tolerance  
of the community. What is the 
maximum tax increase that the 
community would likely support, 
assuming they agree with the 
solutions?

▪ Determine what components of 
the referendum are best sup-
ported. Most referendums have 
several different components 
(campus improvement options, 
classroom improvements, site 
improvements, athletic improve-
ments, fine arts area improve-
ments, etc.). The survey results 
will indicate which of these com-
ponents are of a higher priority 
to the community. This will 
allow the core team to make 
educated decisions when final-
izing the solution.

▪ Educate the community. A survey 
sent to every household in the 

district will help inform members 
of the community. Someone  
who is informed is more likely  
to support the solution.

STEP 6 Refine and formalize a  
referendum question. Using data 
collected from the survey, develop  
a referendum question. The final 
referendum question should reflect 
the outcome of all the efforts in the 
steps above. An administrator or 
school board who feels they know 
what the community needs and 
ignores the recommended process 
has a greater chance of experiencing 
a failed referendum. Trust the 
process and listen to the results.

WEEKS 1-5
STRATEGIZE

WEEKS 6-10
MOBILIZE

WEEKS 11-15
ENERGIZE

Referendum Communication Process: Typical phases of a communication plan leading up to a referendum
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STEP 7 Inform the 
community. The 
final step before 
the referendum 

vote is to educate 
and further inform 

the community. If the 
process is done effectively, as out-
lined above, effectively, they include:

▪ Communicating the detailed 
process that led to the solution.

▪ Communicating the project and 
how it addresses the needs to 
meet the vision of the district.

▪ Describing to voters what to 
expect on the ballot.

Create and follow a detailed com-
munication plan. It is a mistake to 
think that the broader community 
will respond to an open invitation 
and fill up the high school gym to 
learn about the referendum. The 
district needs to be intentional to 
reach the community. Informing the 
community can have many different 
forms, including in-person presenta-
tions, virtual presentations, printed 
mailers, yard signs, information 
boards, websites, take-home school 
handouts, weekly social media 
posts, open houses, and radio, news-
paper and TV coverage.

MISTAKE #2:  Failing to follow  
the results of the survey 
The community survey indicated in 
step five is a highly effective strategy 
tool that school districts use before 
going to referendum because of the 
valuable information it provides. 
Before a survey is developed, the 
school board and the core planning 
team should agree that the survey 
results will guide the project. An 
administrator or board member’s 
opinion or desires should not super-
sede the results of the process.  

Matt Wolfert of Bray Architects 
has been a partner on more than 80 
referendum questions, more than 50 
of which used a survey. “It is critical 
that districts only use the community 
survey process if they will listen to 
the result,” said Wolfert. “We have 
only had a few districts that have not 

been successful with their referendum 
proposals and all but one of the failed 
proposals were the result of districts 
not following the statistically valid 
findings of their survey.”

The survey is one of the best 
ways to understand how the com-
munity will vote without actually 
having the referendum. This allows 
adjustments to be made to help 
ensure a successful referendum. 
According to Bill Foster, president  
of School Perceptions, a popular 
school referendum survey firm, 
approximately 70% of voters in an 
average community do not have a 
child in school and are not a staff 
member of the district. Because this 
group of people represents the 
majority of the community, they  
will decide the outcome of the refer-
endum. If a school district ignores 
the feedback and desires of this 
group of people, there won’t be as 
much support for a referendum.

MISTAKE #3:  Failing to  
engage the entire district
The architect, construction manager 

and owner’s representative are key 
team members guiding the pre-refer-
endum process. As valuable as these 
firms are, they will provide little help 
in knowing the community. The dis-
trict core team needs to ensure that all 
community perspectives are engaged to 
maximize the odds for a positive 
outcome, explains Nick Kent, partner 
and educational planner for Plunkett 
Raysich Architects.  

“Districts often concentrate their 
communications efforts where they 
can get the most impact,” Kent says. 
“In geographically large districts, 
this may mean hosting community 
conversations at the school ‘in town’ 
and potentially neglecting outlying 
communities and constituents. Make 
sure to meet community members 
where they are, do not expect them 
to come to you.”

A common mistake is to pri-
marily meet with groups that are 
directly connected with the school 
district, or to just extend an open 
invitation to the broader commu-
nity. This is not enough.  It takes 
intentionality and effort by the dis-

It takes intentionality and effort by the district  
team to engage and get feedback from the entire community.

TOP3
REFERENDUM

MISTAKES

FI
RST IN

 A THREE-PART SERIES

AR C H I T E C T ’ S  P E R S P E C TIV
E

24   |  Wisconsin School News



trict team to engage and get feed-
back from the entire community. 
The rest of the project team will 
support these efforts. However, it is 
often the district superintendent and 
business manager/director who will 
be presenting information in meeting 
after meeting with the many stake-
holders in the community. Commu-
nicating with a variety of groups, 
such as the local chamber of com-
merce, local real estate association, 
athletic clubs, local municipalities, 
church groups, civic groups and 
retirement-age type groups, is part of 
an effective referendum information 
effort.  

It is also important to remember 
that no capital referendum passes 
unanimously. There will be dissenters 
within the community, and it is 
important to respect and offer to 
engage with them. They may not agree 
with the question, but ensuring they 
have the opportunity to hear the facts 
and make an informed choice at the 
ballot box can go a long way toward 
building greater community support.

Significant value is added to a 
construction project when a school 
district either fully understands the 
intricate details of managing a refer-
endum or supplements its existing 
resources with the expertise of an 
owner’s representative. Building Solu-
tions has a targeted focus on pre-
venting and eliminating school 
districts’ mistakes. By minimizing 
mistakes and errors, more of the 
resources available to school districts 
can be used to improve the district. 
Improving students, staff and facilities 
are key components to a highly effec-
tive community.

Avoiding these common refer-
endum mistakes will certainly improve 
Wisconsin school districts’ chances of 
having more enjoyable and successful 
referendum experiences. If your district 
is considering a referendum, print this 
article and post it as a reminder of 
how to avoid these mistakes. ◾

Look for Part 2 and Part 3 in upcoming 
issues of Wisconsin School News. Curt 
Wiebelhaus is the founder and owner’s 
representative at Building Solutions.

PART 2: June/July issue  
3 top mistakes from the  
construction manager’s  
perspective:

▪ Not creating a clear  
“road map” or plan.

▪ Allowing too much “scope  
creep” in the project.

▪ Not managing the  
project’s soft costs.

UP NEXT…

PART 2: June-July issue

Construction Manager’s  
perspective:

1 - Not creating a clear  
“road map” or plan.

2 - Allowing too much “scope  
creep” in the project.

3 - Not managing the  
project’s soft costs.

PART 3: August issue 

Owner’s Representative  
perspective: 

1 - Inadequate request for  
proposal when hiring the  

architect and construction manager.

2 - Ignoring or not knowing  
important roles of the school district.

3 - Failing to audit project costs.
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WASB Welcomes New  
School Board Members
Whether you’re taking office yourself or you are  
welcoming new members onto your school board, the  
WASB is here to help. 

To begin learning about how to be an effective board 
member, visit the “Basic Legal and Governance Resources” 
page at WASB.org. It includes a variety of resources 
including the New School Board Member Handbook and the 
recently recorded New Board Member Training webinars.

2 0 2 2  S T A T E  E D U C A T I O N  C O N V E N T I O N

U P C O M I N G  R E C U R R I N G  W A S B  W E B I N A R S

▶  C A L L  F O R  P R O P O S A L S

Breakout Sessions, School Fair
and Music Competition
The Joint State Education Convention, to be held in Mil-
waukee, Jan. 19-21, 2022, presents your opportunity to 
highlight your innovative programs and talented students.

If your district has results worth sharing, consider sub-
mitting a proposal. We are looking for breakout sessions 
and School Fair proposals that feature innovative projects 
and initiatives. Proposals are due Friday, June 25. 

In addition, we are looking for three musical perfor-
mance groups to show off their skills at the convention. 
Apply by Friday, June 4.

Visit the WASB.org/convention page to learn more and 
submit a proposal.

 I RECURRING WEEKLY WEBINAR:  
WASB Capitol Chat 
Fridays: May 7, 14, 21, 28  12 pm

WASB government relations staff Dan Rossmiller  
and Chris Kulow host a live webinar each Friday at noon  
during the state budget season to update members on  
the latest legislative developments and take their questions.

Find the link to join on the WASB Online Events page.  

No registration required. 

 I RECURRING MONTHLY WEBINAR:  
WASB Legal and Legislative Video Update 
Wednesday, May 19  12 pm

WASB attorneys and government relations staff  
provide a complimentary, monthly update on recent  
legal and legislative issues.

Find the link to join on the WASB Online Events page. 

No registration required. 
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 I Board Presidents:  
Leading the School Board 

Thursday, May 6, 7 pm

Being assigned, appointed or elected to 
an officer position on the school board 
can provide you with an opportunity to 
lead, but the title alone does not iden-
tify you as a leader. In this webinar, 
learn the difference between managing 
and leading the school board. Learn 
from experienced board presidents on 
how they perceive their role and how 
they navigate challenging situations to 
maintain a level of trust and influence 
among their members. This webinar will 
describe how effective leadership can 
develop and sustain a highly functional 
school board and identify character 
traits that build trust in you as a leader.

 I Running Effective School Board 
Meetings Webinar 

Thursday, May 13, 7 pm

All school boards conduct their busi-
ness in similar meetings. However, the 
effectiveness of their meetings can 
vary widely. How a board conducts its 
meetings can impact the board’s 
success in moving the needle on 
student achievement. In this webinar, 
experienced WASB school attorneys 
review the role of the board president 
in running the meeting. They also 
review board member roles as well as 
how to structure meetings to conduct 
an effective board meeting.

Note: Public comment periods and 
public participation at board meetings 
are addressed in a separate webinar.

 I Board President’s Statutory 
Responsibilities Webinar 

Thursday, May 20, 7 pm

The school board president has a 
number of legally required responsi-
bilities as well as some legal powers 
that may be exercised depending 
upon the local district’s policies. In 
this webinar, WASB school attorneys 
will review the board president’s role 
in fulfilling the office’s statutorily 
required duties and provide informa-
tion pertaining to powers that may be 
exercised by the board president 
based on local policy.

Visit WASB.org to learn more  
and subscribe.

New WASB Online Learning Platform Launches  
with Live Board Officer Training

LIVE BOARD OFFICER TRAINING SERIES  
WASB Online Learning Platform subscribers have access to the following webinars in May…

The new WASB Online 
Learning Platform 
launches in May with a 
series of live trainings for 
board officers. 

The Online Learning 
Platform provides an easy-
to-use format for board 
members and administra-
tors to access a wide range 
of WASB webinars and 
online workshops to help 
board members be effec-
tive governing leaders and 
carry out their legal responsibilities efficiently. 

The easy-to-use format groups the trainings into introductory 
and advanced categories, and includes new training developed 
specifically for board presidents, clerks and treasurers. Most of 

the content includes previ-
ously recorded content. To 
help launch the platform, 
the WASB is hosting a series 
of live trainings for board 
officers in May. 

The Online Learning 
Platform is available as an 
annual district subscription, 
giving the full board, district 
administrator and one 
administrative assistant 
access to all of the content 
for a full year. Board 

members in subscribing districts receive 50 WASB Member 
Recognition Points each year in recognition of the substantial 
amount of training available in the platform. Visit WASB.org to 
learn more and subscribe. ◽
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 W
hile consideration of the 
2021-23 state budget by the 
Legislature is well underway, 
there is still time for school 

leaders to make their voice heard 
about their priorities for school 
funding and other issues important 
to them. 

 |From listening to deciding
The Legislature’s budget-writing 
Joint Finance Committee has 
wrapped up its four scheduled hear-
ings on the proposed 2021-23 state 
budget. Special thanks are due 
school board members, administra-
tors, concerned parents and citizens 
who spoke out in favor of public 
schools at those hearings.

The JFC now shifts from listening 
mode to decision-making mode and 
will soon start voting on changes to 
the governor’s recommended budget. 

Typically, the committee meetings 
at which votes are taken, called 
executive sessions, begin during the 
second week of May, and run 
through early to mid-June.  

The most recent budget cycle may 
be instructive. In 2019, the JFC started 
holding executive sessions on May 9 
and they continued through June 11. 
Most of the major budget decisions 
affecting public education were made 
by the JFC during that time period. 
This makes your immediate advocacy 
both timely and critical.

 |The role of politics
As was the case during the 2019-21 
budget cycle, for a 2021-23 budget  
to be signed into law, the Democratic 
governor and majority Republican 
Legislature will have to reach a 
general agreement.

Tensions between the Legislature 
and the governor are well docu-

mented and will likely be reflected in 
the debate over education funding.  

Assuming Gov. Tony Evers seeks 
re-election, this will be the budget he 
will campaign on. From that stand-
point, the race for governor in 2022 
has already begun. The emphasis up 
to this point in the budget debate 
has been on creating contrasts 
between the parties (particularly 
between Evers and the Legislature) 
rather than on achieving consensus 
or working toward compromise. The 
public education community can, 
and probably should, hope that the 
mood shifts toward compromise.

In his 2019-21 budget proposal, 
Evers requested a $1.4 billion increase 
for K-12 schools. The Legislature 
ultimately provided an increase of 

about $487 million. A veto by the 
governor increased this to about $570 
million. It will be challenging to 
obtain a similar increase in the 
2021-23 budget, especially given the 
huge influx of federal funding 
described below. That is all the more 
reason why school leaders need to 
make their voices heard.  

Schools will not get funding they 
do not ask for and make a case for. 
If lawmakers do not hear from the 
public school community, they will 
assume that everything is fine, and 
the state can send its budget dollars 
elsewhere.

The influx of $2.4 billion in 
one-time additional federal funding 
for K-12 education in Wisconsin is 
being primarily distributed through 
the Title I formula, which is based 
on the number of low-income pupils 
in a district. As a result, districts 
with high numbers of low-income 
students are receiving a greater share 
of the one-time dollars. State law-
makers whose school districts have 
fewer low-income students, and  
are receiving proportionately less 
funding, have publicly voiced their 
frustration with the allocation 
method.

The sheer size of the federal 
funding increase is also making 
skeptical state lawmakers reluctant 
to increase state funding for educa-
tion. Some are asking “why should 
we spend state dollars on things like 
K-12 education that the federal 
government is covering?”   

We encourage you to talk with 
your legislators about your districts 
needs and budget priorities.

As you do so, remind lawmakers 
that the influx of federal money, 
while substantial, is one-time 
funding intended to address one-
time costs associated with the pan-

State Budget Focus Shifts
It’s not too late to voice your school’s budgetary needs

TELL YOUR STORY!  
Budget Advocacy Checklist 

We urge you to contact your  
lawmakers by doing one of the following:

▶ Now that budget hearings are over,  
you may still submit written  

comments to the JFC at:

▶ Attend a local listening session  
held by your legislators and speak about 

your budget priorities.

▶ Invite legislators to your schools to 
share your budget priorities and  

solicit their feedback.

▶ Send a letter to your legislators out-
lining your budget priorities.

Budget.Comments@legis.wisconsin.gov 
or 

legis.wisconsin.gov/topics/budgetcomments
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demic. Schools also have ongoing 
costs and needs that need to be met. 
Those needs existed before the pan-
demic and will continue after the 
federal money ends. 

Two areas where agreement may 
be able to be reached are funding for 
broadband expansion to areas of the 
state that currently lack access to 
adequate, reliable broadband and 
increasing special education categor-
ical aid. With the former, the issue 
appears to be whether to use federal 
rather than state funds. There also 
appears to be support for providing 
some additional funding to address 
mental health needs of students. 

For our part, the WASB continues 
to advocate for the budget priorities 
laid out in our 2021 Legislative 
Agenda. Those include seeking:  
a) an increase in spendable resources 
for school districts that meets or 
exceeds the rate of inflation;  
b) a significant increase in the state’s 
commitment to reimburse districts 

for special education costs;  
c) additional funding for school-
based mental health services with a 
greater emphasis on categorical aids 
rather than competitive grants; and 
d) recognition in the revenue limit 
formula that last fall’s dip in pupil 
enrollment counts, while likely tem-
porary, will have lasting negative 
effects on school district funding.

While we encourage school 
leaders to advocate for these priori-
ties, we know that different districts 
have different needs. So, if your 
district’s priorities include more 
funding for high-cost transportation 
aid, sparsity aid or aid for English 
learners, to give just a few examples, 
we encourage you to communicate 
those priorities with your legislators.

 |Spending for schools vs. tax cuts?
The same federal COVID relief 
legislation that is providing so much 
money for K-12 education also 

places limitations on the extent to 
which states accepting this funding 
may cut state-imposed taxes, and 
also provides that states must main-
tain state spending levels for K-12 
and higher education combined.

Faced with these limitations, 
legislative majority Republicans 
appear to be eyeing property taxes as 
a tax they can lower. They have, for 
example, proposed using a billion 
dollars of federal COVID relief 
dollars intended for state government 
(as opposed to those allocated for 
K-12 education) to be used to provide 
a one-time, 10% property tax cut for 
state taxpayers and have asked 
Attorney General Josh Kaul to sue 
the federal government to allow this. 
How the expected push for lower 
property taxes will affect schools 
remains to be seen, but it suggests 
that revenue limit increases may be 
kept relatively small, and that addi-
tional funding may come through 
per-pupil categorical aids. ◾
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 S chool boards are elected in the 
spring,1 and board members take 
office on the fourth Monday of 

April.2 When boards begin their 
work together, often with new 
members, they do so toward the end 
of a school year. Nevertheless, 
boards must almost immediately 
become an effective operating body 
that works collaboratively and effi-
ciently. This is not an easy task, 
particularly because board members 
inherently and appropriately bring 
different voices and viewpoints to 
issues facing their districts. Some-
times, those voices clash.

The fact that boards begin their 
terms toward the end of the school 
year, however, provides the impetus 
and opportunity for board members 
to quickly work together to forge an 
operating team. In addition to orienta-
tion programming for new board 
members, well-functioning boards 
usually engage in orientation sessions 
in May or early summer to set the 
district’s course for the next year and 
develop a common understanding of 
the district’s governance model out-
lining the roles of the board and the 
administration. The core principle of 
such work is making sure board 
members have a collective under-
standing of their powers, duties and 
functions — and how those interplay 
with the district’s daily operations. 
This Legal Comment will address that 
core principle in a question-and-an-
swer format. 

 | What do boards do?
Boards are granted broad authority to 
operate the district on behalf of the 
districts’ residents. In particular, 
boards “have the possession, care, 
control, and management of the prop-
erty and affairs of the school district.”3 
In order to do this, boards “may do 
all things reasonable to promote the 
cause of education, including estab-

lishing, providing and improving 
school district programs, functions, 
and activities for the benefit of 
pupils.”4 Additionally, the statutory 
duties and powers of school boards 
are to be “broadly construed to autho-
rize any school board action that is 
within the comprehensive meaning of 
the terms of the duties and powers, if 
the action is not prohibited by the 
laws of the federal government or of 
this state.”5 This is a significant grant 
of general authority for local control 
by school boards. Through this 
general authority, districts provide for 
the education of children by exercising 
some of this authority directly and by 
delegating some of this authority to 
others (subject to board oversight). 

 | What powers do boards have?
In addition to doing all things rea-
sonable to promote the cause of 
education in a district, state and 
federal laws grant boards specific 
powers they may exercise. For 
example, in one state statute, boards 
(as a collective body, not as individ-
uals) are granted over 30 specific 
powers.6 These include, among 
others, the power to make rules for 
the district, expel students, provide 
for insurance, enter into intergovern-
mental agreements, make purchases, 
contract for professional services, 
furnish meals to students, establish 
child care and 4-year-old kinder-
garten programming, sell property 
and borrow money. 

 | Are there limitations to  
a board’s power?

For boards in all forms of school 
districts, there are constitutional, 
statutory and common-law restrictions 
on board power in specific situations 
such as when boards are spending 
money, terminating employees and 
expelling students, among others. 

Additionally, by statute, the electors of 
districts at the annual or special 
meeting for common and union high 
school districts are given authority 
over certain issues.7 Some of this 
authority is exclusively held by the 
electors whereas other authority is 
shared between the electors and the 
board. For example, electors have the 
exclusive power to set the salaries of 
board members, but both the electors 
and the board have certain authority 
with respect to the tax levy. However, 
the board has exclusive authority over 
the budget and subsequent adjust-
ments to the budget.

 | What are boards required to do?
State and federal laws provide 
boards with specific duties they must 
perform. For example, one state 
statute sets forth over 25 specific 
duties that a board must perform.8 
Importantly, as will be discussed in 
greater detail below, it is the school 
board as a whole that possesses this 
authority and these duties. Indi-
vidual school board members do not 
have the authority to engage in these 
duties, absent specific delegation of 
authority from the board as a whole. 
Additionally, many of these duties 
will be accomplished through the 
board delegating authority and 
responsibility to administrators. In 
addition to the obligation to have 
possession, care, control and man-
agement of the district, boards (as a 
collective body) must, among other 
things: visit and examine district 
schools, advise teachers and admin-
istrative staff regarding the instruc-
tion and progress of students, 
exercise general supervision over 
schools, evaluate the effectiveness of 
teachers and principals, tax for the 
operation and maintenance of the 
district and for debt retirement, keep 
buildings insured and in good repair, 
determine the district’s course of 
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study, establish school hours, and 
adopt a program of student partici-
pation in extracurricular and recre-
ational school programs. 

 | How do boards accomplish  
their work?

Boards obviously do not have the 
individual or collective time or 
expertise to operate a district on 
their own. Therefore, they need to 
delegate their authority to others to 
accomplish a district’s mission. 
Boards are given the authority to 
hire administrators, teachers and 
other staff. Well-functioning boards 
develop a governance model in 
collaboration with their administra-
tions that defines who is responsible 
for which tasks in operating the 
district. This generally takes the 
form of board policies.

 | What authority do the  
administrators have?

Certain administrators have express 
statutory authority.9 The district 
administrator has the authority over 
the “general supervision and manage-
ment of the professional work of the 
schools and the promotion of pupils.” 
This includes the requirement to make 
“written recommendations to the 
school board on teachers, courses of 
study, discipline and such other 
matters as the administrator thinks 
advisable and shall perform such other 
duties as the school board requires.” 
Principals are required to “perform 
such administrative and instructional 
leadership responsibilities as are 
assigned by the district administrator.” 
A business administrator must 
perform “such fiscal and business 
management and other administrative 
duties as are assigned by the district 
administrator.” Consistent with these 
being delegated powers, these admin-
istrators are required to exercise these 
powers under the board’s direction, 
and subject to the board’s policies, 
rules, and regulations. 

 | How are these delegated duties 
exercised in practice?

One way in which these delegated 

roles are defined is through board 
policy. They can also be spelled out 
in job descriptions that form the 
basis for administrative positions. In 
general, boards serve a quasi-legisla-
tive function of adopting broad 
district policy and delegate to the 
administration the duty of imple-
menting those policies, including 
through drafting administrative 
guidelines for such implementation. 

This brings into play a second 
board function, the oversight of the 
administration’s day-to-day opera-
tions. What form that oversight takes 
is subject to many different governance 
models. Each board must reach an 
understanding with the administration 
as to how this function is accom-
plished. One of the keys to an effective 
board is to recognize the difference 
between oversight and micromanaging 
these operational and administrative 
functions. This is particularly true with 
respect to personnel issues. This is not 
an easy task and requires ongoing and 
honest communication between the 
board and administration.

One way for boards to avoid 
wandering into micromanagement 
with respect to personnel issues is to 
understand the quasi-judicial func-
tions they perform. With respect to 
full-time teachers and statutorily 
defined administrators, boards must 
play the final district role in non-re-
newing or terminating employ-
ment.10 Additionally, the board 
makes the final decision in the statu-
torily required grievance process for 
all employee discipline, termination, 
and workplace safety grievances.11 
Because boards are the final adjudi-
cator of these district employment 
issues, boards (and individual board 
members) should not be involved in 
the substance of personnel disputes 
before such matters are properly 
before the board consistent with 
applicable law and policies in order 
to meet any applicable standards of 
fairness and avoid potentially cre-
ating due process issues under the 
14th Amendment to the U.S. Consti-
tution. Finally, boards exercise qua-
si-judicial powers in expulsion 
hearings. Just as with personnel 

matters, board members should not 
be involved in the substance of 
student discipline matters prior to 
the expulsion hearing. 

 | What powers do individual board 
members have?

With few exceptions, all of the statu-
tory powers granted by the state to 
local school districts are given to the 
“board” collectively. Under the 
Wisconsin Open Meetings Law, 
boards can only exercise their 
powers at a public meeting with 
appropriate notice of the subjects of 
business given to the public. Thus, 
generally, the only power that an 
individual board member has exists 
during a properly noticed public 
meeting of the board. That power 
includes the ability to discuss 
matters on the board agenda and to 
act on proper motions and in accor-
dance with the noticed agenda. 
Individual board members have no 
authority to speak on behalf of the 
board either at, or outside of, such 
meetings unless specifically delegated 
such authority.

In general, the only duties granted 
by statute to individual board 
members arise from certain board 
members’ roles as board-elected 
officers. Boards are required to elect 
from their ranks a president, vice 
president, clerk and treasurer.12 Each 
of those officers are given specific offi-
cial duties to perform on behalf of the 
board as a whole. Additionally, 
unified school districts elect a school 
board secretary who need not be a 
member of the board.13

These limitations on individual 
board member power are consistent 
with the role board members serve. 
Board members are fiduciaries of the 
district and the people who reside 
within the district. Thus, board 
members must act in the district’s 
best interests and never for their own 
personal interests. As a trustee of the 
public, board members owe an undi-
vided duty to the public and are not 
permitted to place themselves in a 
position that will subject them to 
conflicting duties or expose them  
to the temptation of acting in any 
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manner other than in the best inter-
ests of the public. This concept is 
reinforced in the oral form of the 
oath of office for board members 
which states that board members 
“will faithfully and impartially” 
discharge the duties of their offices.14 
Board members are also subject to a 
statutory code of ethics for local 
public officials,15 in addition to any 
code of ethics adopted by the board.

A New Jersey School Ethics Com-
mission decision provides an illustra-
tion of how board members can 
violate ethics rules when they act as 
individuals outside the scope of the 
collective authority of the board.16  
In this case, a board member 
directed district employees to 
perform errands on the board mem-
ber’s behalf such as copying and 
faxing. The board member also 
interviewed, nominated and recom-
mended the hiring of job applicants 
without the recommendation of the 
superintendent. The commission 
found that these actions exceeded 
the board member’s authority as a 
board member and violated state 
laws, including the state ethics code.

 | What are board members’ obliga-
tions with respect to public records?

The Wisconsin Public Record Law 
governs requests for and the disclo-
sure of public records.17 Board 
members create public records in the 
course of performing their duties. 
Records that contain any material 
relevant to governmental functions 
and responsibilities are public 
records subject to disclosure. It is the 
subject matter, not the location, of a 
record that determines if something 
is a public record. Board members 
have a duty to disclose public 
records in response to public records 
requests, and board members have a 
duty to ensure that public records in 
their possession are preserved 
according to the board’s adopted 
records retention schedule. 

If they are relevant to govern-
mental functions and responsibili-

ties, public records could include 
emails, texts, social media posts, and 
many other forms of records. This 
means public records might be 
located on board members’ personal 
computers, cell phones, email 
accounts, and social media accounts, 
among other locations. Board 
members who wish to minimize 
creating public records on their 
personal devices and accounts 
should strive to communicate school 
board business only through official 
district communication channels, 
such as district-provided email 
accounts. This also simplifies the 
process for locating and responding 
to public record requests and makes 
it easier for the district to properly 
retain public records.

However, purely personal mes-
sages, even if sent from a government 
email address, are not public records 
subject to disclosure.18 If a record 
contains both personal messages and 
official messages, the district’s records 
custodian can redact the purely per-
sonal aspects of the record, but must 
disclose the rest of the record. 

 | Conclusion
Well-functioning boards and effec-
tive board members understand their 
roles and the limits on their 
authority. Board members are 
encouraged to work with each other 
and their administrative teams to 
define the boundaries of their respec-
tive roles. Some boards facilitate this 
process through board and adminis-
trative in-services. Boards adopt and 
continually review board policies 
that establish those roles and duties. 
Boards and their administrative 
teams continually discuss their roles 
and duties and let each other know 
when one of them believes a line 
might have been crossed. More 
importantly, well-functioning boards 
focus on the district’s broad mission 
and empower the administration to 
carry that mission out, subject to the 
oversight, but not the micromanage-
ment, of the board. ◾

 | Endnotes

 1. Wis. Stat. s. 120.06(1).

 2. Wis. Stat. s. 120.06(4).

 3. Wis. Stat. s. 120.12(1); see also Wis. 
Stat. s. 120.44(2). The statutes gov-
erning the unique aspects of Mil-
waukee Public Schools are located in 
Wisconsin Statutes Chapter 119. 
While there are many parallels 
between Chapter 119 and the other 
statutes discussed in this Legal 
Comment, there are also several 
unique aspects that are outside the 
scope of this Legal Comment.

 4. Wis. Stat. s. 120.13; see also Wis. 
Stat. s. 120.44(2).

 5. Wis. Stat. s. 118.001.

 6. Wis. Stat. s. 120.13(1)-(38); see also 
Wis. Stat. s. 120.44(2).

 7. Wis. Stat. s 120.10(1)-(19).

 8. Wis. Stat. s 120.12(1)-(28); see also 
Wis. Stat. s. 120.44(2).

 9. Wis. Stat. s. 118.24.

 10. Wis. Stat. ss. 118.22, 118.24(6)-(7).

 11. Wis. Stat. s. 66.0509(1m).

 12. Wis. Stat. ss. 120.15-.17; see also 
Wis. Stat. s. 120.43(1).

 13. Wis. Stat. s. 120.43(1).

 14. Wis. Stat. s. 19.01(1m). 

 15. Wis. Stat. s. 19.59.

 16. Julia Hankerson, Woodbine Bd. Of Educ. 
Cape May Cty, No. C36-02 (N.J. Sch. 
Ethics Comm’r June 24, 2003).

 17. Wis. Stat. ss. 19.21-.39.

 18. Schill v. Wis. Rapids Sch. Dist., 2010 WI 
86, 327 Wis. 2d 572, 786 N.W.2d 177.
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 | Architecture, Engineering 
and Construction

▶ Bray Associates Architects Inc.
920-459-4200
mwolfert@brayarch.com
brayarch.com
Architecture, interior design,  
planning, referendum support.

▶ C.D. Smith, Construction, Inc.
920.216.9081
tmuellenbach@cdsmith.com
cdsmith.com
Serving districts of any size,  
C.D. Smith has over 80 years of diverse 
experience building state- 
of-the-art educational facilities.

▶ CG Schmidt
608-255-1177
sarah.dunn@cgschmidt.com
cgschmidt.com
Construction management,  
general contracting, design-build. 

▶ Eppstein Uhen Architects
414-271-5350
ericd@eua.com, eua.com
Architectural design and service leader 
known for inspired design.

▶ Hoffman Planning, Design  
& Construction, Inc.
800-236-2370
spigeon@hoffman.net, hoffman.net
Planners, architects and  
construction managers.

▶ J.H. Findorff & Son Inc.
608-257-5321
cmlsna@findorff.com, findorff.com

With offices in Madison and Milwaukee, 
Findorff is one of Wisconsin’s leading 
builders.

▶ JP Cullen
608-754-6601, jpcullen.com
A family-owned, full-service construction 
management firm that specializes in 
budgeting, planning and constructing 
the tough jobs.

▶ Miron Construction Co., Inc.
920-969-7030  
craig.uhlenbrauck@miron-construction.com
miron-construction.com
A leader in the educational market, 
having completed over $1 billion in K-12 
construction. Services include; con-
struction management, design/build, 
facilities master planning, pre-construc-
tion services & referendum planning 
services.

▶ Performance Services
630-461-0780 
jwede@performanceservices.com
performanceservices.com
Providing complete referendum 
services to Wisconsin K-12 schools 
including pre-planning, design and con-
struction with a guaranteed learning 
environment.

▶ Plunkett Raysich Architects LLP
414-359-3060
skramer@prarch.com, prarch.com
Architectural and interior design 
services.

▶ Scherrer Construction Company, Inc.
262-539-3100
customsolutions@scherrerconstruction.com
scherrerconstruction.com
General contractor/construction 
manager for over 90 years. Specializing 
in K-12 school construction, our services 
include master planning, referendum 
support, pre-construction services and 
construction management.

▶ The Boldt Company
920-225-6216
theboldtcompany.com
A leading sustainable construction  
firm in the nation providing professional 
construction services in a variety of 
markets.

▶ VJS Construction Services
262-542-9000
cbathke@vjscs.com, vjscs.com
A top-10 construction company  
in southeastern Wisconsin with  
65 years of experience.

 | Computer Hardware,  
Software, Consulting

▶ Skyward, Inc.
800-236-7274
ben@skyward.com, skyward.com
Developer of student, budgetary and 
human resource administrative software 
exclusively for K-12 school districts.

 | Financing, Banking,  
Consulting

▶ Baird Public Finance
800-792-2473
BBrewer@rwbaird.com
rwbaird.com/publicfinance
Baird’s Public Finance team provides 
school financing solutions including: long 
range capital planning, services related 
to debt issuance, investment advisory 
services and referendum assistance.

 | Insurance and  
Employee Benefits

▶ Community Insurance Corporation

800-236-6885, josh@aegis-wi.com
communityinsurancecorporation.com
Dedicated to providing school  
districts with the tools they need  
to economically and efficiently  
address today’s changing insurance and 
risk management environment.

▶ EMC Insurance Companies
262-717-3900, emcins.com
philip.lucca@emcins.com
Property and casualty insurance.

▶ Gallagher
262-792-2240 
nancy_moon@ajg.com, ajg.com
Specializing in serving the risk manage-
ment and insurance needs  
of public schools.

▶ Key Benefit Concepts LLC
262-522-6415, keybenefits.com
info@keybenefits.com
Actuarial and employee benefit 
consulting services.

▶ M3 Insurance
800-272-2443

marty.malloy@m3ins.com
M3ins.com
The dedicated education specialists at 
M3 Insurance provide over 50% of 
Wisconsin school districts with the very 
best in risk management, employee 
benefits, and insurance services.

▶ National Insurance Services  
of Wisconsin, Inc.
800-627-3660
slaudon@nisbenefits.com
NISBenefits.com

Over 82% of Wisconsin school districts 
are already working with NIS! Since 
1969, we’ve helped school districts find 
creative solutions to their employee 
benefit plans. We offer health, dental, 
disability, life, insurance, worksite 
benefits, retirement income solutions, 
full benefit consulting, exclusive 
proprietary arrangements, and our own 
our online enrollment and benefit 
administration system, NIS Enroll.

▶ R&R Insurance
262-574-7000
jeff.thiel@rrins.com
myknowledgebroker.com
Our School Practice Group has more than 
25 years of educational institution 
experience and a dedicated resource 
center designed with school district’s risk 
and claims management needs in mind.

▶ TRICOR Insurance
877-468-7426
john@tricorinsurance.com
tricorinsurance.com
We now insure over 150 public schools. 
Our School Practice Team is made up of 
a diverse group of experienced individ-
uals who are extensively trained and 
specialized in school insurance prod-
ucts, risk management, support 
services, loss control, human resources 
and claims advocacy.

▶ UnitedHealthcare
414-443-4094
cecelia_hopkins@uhc.com
uhc.com
Our mission is to help people live 
healthier lives by providing access to 
high quality, affordable healthcare. We 
are committed to improving the health-
care experience of K-12 teachers, staff, 
retirees and their families in the state of 
Wisconsin by providing better informa-
tion, to drive better decisions, to help 
improve health.

▶ USI Insurance Services
608-259-3666
al.jaeger@usi.com, usi.com
Our focus is financial security options 
that protect and assist growth. We go 
beyond simply protecting against the 
loss of assets and property.

 | Leadership Consulting
▶ Studer Education
850-898-3949
info@studereducation.com
studereducation.com
We support the critical work of school 
district leaders through coaching around 
an Evidence-Based Leadership frame-
work to increase student achievement, 

employee engagement, parent satisfac-
tion, district support services, and 
financial efficiency.

 | Legal Services
▶ Buelow Vetter Buikema  
Olson & Vliet LLC

262-364-0300
cbuelow@buelowvetter.com
buelowvetter.com

We have decades of experience in 
representing school boards across 
Wisconsin. We advise school boards 
and administrators on a variety of 
issues from labor and employment to 
student discipline and expulsion.

▶ Strang, Patteson, Renning,  
Lewis & Lacy, s.c.

844-626-0901
kstrang@strangpatteson.com
strangpatteson.com

We provide legal counsel on a full 
range of issues that school and higher 
education institution clients confront 
on a regular basis.

▶ von Briesen & Roper, s.c.

414-287-1122
aphillips@vonbriesen.com
vonbriesen.com

We’re dedicated to ingenuity  
and creativity in helping schools solve 
their most complex legal  
and organizational problems. Chal-
lenge us to help you  
challenge the status quo.

▶ Weld Riley, s.c.

715-839-7786, weldriley.com
sweld@weldriley.com

We provide a wide variety of legal 
advice and counseling to help Wis-
consin school districts, colleges and 
CESAs address corporate-related, body 
politic and unique legal issues.

 | School/Community 
Research

▶ School Perceptions, LLC

262-299-0329
info@schoolperceptions.com
schoolperceptions.com

An independent research firm  
specializing in conducting surveys  
for public and private schools,  
educational service agencies,  
communities and other state-level 
organizations.

 | Transportation

▶ Dairyland Buses, Inc.

262-544-8181, ridesta.com
mjordan@ridesta.com

School bus contracting provider, 
managed contracts, training,  
maintenance.
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