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Strengthening a WASB Pillar 

 I am often struck by the eagerness 
our public school students have to 
bring a fresh perspective to bear on 
the mission of making the world a 

better place. I find that inspiring, but 
in many areas, they need our help to 
reach that potential.

One of those areas is advocacy. 
Students, too young to vote, need 
advocates for public schools in 
Madison and Washington, D.C. 
You, our members, are well-suited to 
speak on your students’ behalf. 

The mission of advocacy is, along 
with governance, one of our two 
foundational pillars. Yet, the recent 
WASB member survey showed that 
many of our members are not eager 
to embrace this role.

The hesitance to engage with 
partisan politics is understandable. 
At the same time, we believe the 
attitudes that underlie this hesitance 
are not set in stone. 

The member survey asked 
whether board members think legis-
lative advocacy is part of being a 
school board member. Most of you 
think so; 85% either agreed or were 
neutral when asked whether it’s an 
important part of your role.  

Additionally, we were encouraged 
to learn that most members want to 
be more effective, yet 66% of respon-
dents agreed that board members 
“lack training, resources, or knowl-
edge on how to engage in legislative 
advocacy.”

This issue of Wisconsin School 
News is one part of our response to 

that finding.
We will share stories of what 

effective advocacy can look like —  
in the words of the people doing the 
work. On page 3, read about why  
a Neenah board member finds this 
work valuable and the principles and 
tactics that guide her work. 

On page 6, a Sheboygan board 
member explains how he got 
involved in advocacy through the 
WASB’s Delegate Assembly process. 

We also asked lawmakers to 
explain why they want to hear from 
school board members and how to 
make an impact. Find those 
responses on page 14.

Our government relations staff 
also shares their expertise on page 10 
about how to set up an advocacy 
framework in the boardroom that 
prepares you to take advantage of 
advocacy opportunities.

Our goal isn’t to tell you the 
single best way to engage in advo-
cacy. We want to give you a variety 
of strategies, information and 
options so you can determine what 
works best for your board and  
community. 

We chose to run this issue now 
because we’re on the threshold of a 
critical time for public schools. As 
this issue goes to press, the next two-
year state budget is being created. 

A budget that doesn’t provide at 
least an inflationary increase in 
spendable resources will be devas-
tating for public schools and chil-
dren. This urgency is the legacy of 

more than a decade of budgetary 
negligence.   

The state stopped providing 
inflationary increases in spendable 
resources in 2007. Inflation, as we 
all know, did not stop. To see a 
graphic depiction of this trend, see 
Association News on page 29.

Fortunately, the state’s surplus 
puts it in the financial position to 
fulfill its obligations to students 
while meeting other priorities, 
including tax relief.

This pillar of the WASB’s legisla-
tive agenda comes from you, backed 
by this member-supported resolution:

“The WASB supports annual 
increases in per pupil spendable 
resources for public school districts 
that meet or exceed inflation.”

After reading this issue, we hope 
you’re eager to learn in person and 
put your skills to use. 

The 2023 State Education Con-
vention features multiple sessions on 
stories of advocacy and updates on 
the legislative landscape.

Then, on March 22, we’ll host 
Day at the Capitol. Turn to page 28 
to learn more. 

The word “advocate” comes to 
us from the Latin “advocatus,” 
meaning a person called to the aid of 
another. This year, you’re being 
called to tell the stories of your 
district’s and your students’ needs to 
the lawmakers whose decisions will 
affect them. ◾

66% of respondents agreed that board members “lack training,  

resources, or knowledge on how to engage in legislative advocacy.”

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

2   |  Wisconsin School News

John H.  AshleyV I E W P O I N T



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

ADVOCACY 
STORY

By Lauri Asbury, Neenah School Board

The importance of being  
a voice for all kids and  
communities

M
y advocacy journey started early with an 
understanding that not all of us have the 
same opportunities. 

Nor do all of us have the same oppor-
tunity to advocate for positive change on behalf 
of others. 

Advocating for education means promoting the 
tenets of high-quality excellence for all Wisconsin 
children. We do this by informing and influencing 
decision-makers at multiple levels of the commu-
nity, including parents, community members, 
business owners and government officials. 

The WASB does a great job of this and has 
helped all of us to be better advocates on behalf 

of our children with respect to education and 
our elected officials.

I learned two important things about advo-
cacy while working in Washington, D.C. for a 
public relations firm. 

First, most legislators genuinely want to help 
their constituents. They’re real people like us and 
they cannot be expected to know everything about 
every topic. This may sound naïve in today’s 
world, but it’s a positive foundational assumption 
that I start from in all conversations. 

Second, as an education advocate, you can 
play an important role in helping legislators 
understand your district’s issues. Likewise,  

MY 
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we should all understand that those 
issues without advocates will likely 
not be addressed in the legislative 
agenda, so it’s important that we 
speak up.

In the absence of information 

provided by public education advo-
cates, alternative solutions may dim 
the prospects of Wisconsin students 
and communities. We’re all experi-
encing this and are faced with the 
challenge of what can be done about it 
during these unusual times. In this 
context, it’s even more important to 
ask yourself, “What role can I play to 
positively influence the continuing 
education story for our amazing kids?”

In Neenah, we try to build on 
common ground. We all want the 
best possible education for Wisconsin 
children so that they can be happy, 
healthy and productive members of 
our incredible communities. 

Likewise, we know high-quality 

education brightens the lives of our 
kids outside the classroom. We work 
to take a comprehensive advocacy 
approach that starts with the leader-
ship skills of our district adminis-
trator. She is highly engaged with 

local and state government officials 
in a professional capacity through 
direct contacts and relationships, 
professional association leadership 
in state and national groups like the 
Wisconsin Association of School 
District Administrators and The 
School Superintendents Association.

Additionally, she participates in 
our CESA 6 legislative breakfasts, 
where legislators and school district 
officials, including board members, 
meet and discuss important educa-
tional issues. 

Our district administration team 
also builds relationships with our 
legislators and local officials through 
issue monitoring, direct communica-

tions, press releases, invitations to 
events, and inclusion in district 
opportunities. We combine these 
efforts with issue attention and rela-
tionship building through our board 
individually and in committee with 
written communication to govern-
ment officials, resolutions for WASB, 
and attendance at legislative events 
such as legislative committee hear-
ings in Madison. 

As a freshman school board 
member, I brought my advocacy 
experience to the district and helped 
to create a legislative committee of 
our board. This allows us to monitor 
and respond to legislative events, set 
meetings with elected officials and 
draft resolutions and correspondence 
that the full board reviews. By 
working in tandem with the district 
administrator, administrative team, 
and staff, we can be a powerful force 
and develop ways to enhance posi-
tive relationships with legislators 
and elected officials for our district 
on behalf of public education. 

For example, we have regularly 
drafted and submitted correspon-
dence to the governor and Joint 
Committee on Finance about budget 
issues early in the process during 
budget cycles. We have attended and 
given testimony at JFC and Educa-

▪ Invite local legislators to meetings at the district to share 
stories and experiences. Establish a regular, perhaps quar-
terly, schedule to discuss what’s happening in their world 
and district. This gives the opportunity for both to learn 
about each other and build relationships and respect. 
Share district successes and challenges and make 
requests. Most importantly, share solutions and ideas that 
can help the legislators advocate on behalf of education at 
the Capitol. Keep these meetings and materials brief, and 
make meetings as easily accessible as possible, even if it 
needs to happen online to accommodate schedules. Help 
them to understand our narrative and how we fit together 
and need their support for our students and staff to be 
successful. 

▪ Personally invite legislators to district events, celebrations 
and graduations. Include them in district newsletter distri-
butions. Identify and meet the important legislative staff for 
each elected official in your district and include them in all 
correspondence. These important staff members run 
operations for the elected official’s office including sched-
uling and correspondence and may be who you meet with 
at times. Include legislators and staff in district press 
releases and positive messaging.

▪ Consider recognizing legislators for their service to the 
district or community and recognize them formally for 
actions you appreciate through awards, nominations, dis-
trict media and communications. Invite them to participate 
as judges, moderators or other official roles at the district 

S U G G E S T I O N S  F O R  B U I L D I N G  R E L AT I O N S H I P S

In the absence of information provided by public  
education advocates, alternative solutions may dim the 
prospects of Wisconsin students and communities.
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tion Committee hearings and have 
submitted resolutions and attended 
WASB conventions and events. 

While we provide pro-education 
factual information and perspective 
that may be counter to current 
legislative thinking, we do it in a 
positive, firm, factual and respectful 
way. We try to be an active adjunct 
to legislators by offering knowledge 
and expertise, recognizing their 
challenges, and offering reachable, 

collaborative solutions. Most 
importantly, we send thanks for 
those actions that we appreciate  
to reinforce legislative efforts we 
want to see, and that ultimately  
help our students and staff to 
achieve our goals.

Why do we continue to do this in 
today’s highly charged political 
environment? For me the answers 
are simple. It’s for our kids and 
especially those who would other-

wise not have advocates. We do it to 
lift up education as a noble pursuit 
that has positively impacted all our 
lives and communities. And we do it 
to support and strengthen the bright 
future that can be achieved if we 
work together on behalf of the 
youngest members of our communi-
ties. So, take a deep breath and jump 
on in. Together, we can build hope 
for a bright future. ◾

when appropriate. In other words, involve them in the 
district as a respected and visible community supporter 
when it’s possible.

▪ Take advantage of every opportunity to meet with legisla-
tors outside of the district, including the WASB Day at the 
Capitol in Madison, and events like our CESA 6 monthly 
legislative breakfasts where legislators, school administra-
tors, and board members meet to discuss facilitated ques-
tions related to education and our communities. 

▪ Follow the news and social media for the elected officials in 
your district and reach out to them if you see something 
you appreciate. Small notes of recognition can build posi-
tive relationships. For example, congratulations on elec-
tions and notes that you’re looking forward to working 

together on behalf of our amazing students can help set 
the stage even if you may not align with the political party 
or platform of the candidate. 

▪ Stay up to speed on news and events surrounding educa-
tion in Wisconsin and draft correspondence or resolutions 
stating district positioning as needed. It’s important to work 
early in the process as legislation is being formulated rather 
than later in the process when many decisions have already 
been made. The WASB does a great job monitoring the 
legislature and often shares critical information with dis-
tricts that can be used in this way in a timely manner. This 
may include specific legislation, the budget process, and 
other newsworthy events from the state government. Focus 
on the common ground that we all want the best for our 
kids in Wisconsin. 
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WE  
DRIVE THE 

WASB AGENDA
My experience with the Policy and Resolutions  

Committee and resolutions process
By Ryan Burg

6   |  Wisconsin School News



 E
very year around this time, 
State Education Convention 
delegates discuss with their 
school board colleagues how 
they should vote on the resolu-

tions presented for our WASB Dele-
gate Assembly. Having sat through 
many such discussions, I can’t help 
but reflect on how at one time I 

might have considered myself the 
most unlikely person in the state to 
be writing an article explaining and 
even, at times, extolling the resolu-
tions process and WASB members’ 
roles in it. Nevertheless, here I am.

To be perfectly honest, as a 
person who’s attended conventions 
for multiple organizations, I can’t 
tell you how many times I’ve sat in 
convention halls thinking about how 
pointless resolutions are. Often 
there’s a lot of prattling about a 
topic that is never discussed again. 
Or the opposite happens, where the 
same issue is brought up ad 
infinitum. Oftentimes, sessions like 
our Delegate Assembly end up being 
so filled with frustration that I’m 
reminded of what Shakespeare wrote 
in Macbeth, tales “told by an idiot, 
full of sound and fury, signifying 
nothing.” 

I remember sitting in my first 
Delegate Assembly about 10 years 
ago listening to some droning debate 
regarding licensing or some other dull 
(at least to me) topic and thinking of 
that exact quote. But as I got more 
involved in the resolution process,  
I had an epiphany of sorts and my 
thinking about resolutions changed.

What I didn’t understand when  
I attended that first WASB Delegate 
Assembly was that developing reso-
lutions is serious work. The majority 
of our resolutions come from school 
board members like us because of a 
need that isn’t being met, whether 
it’s by the state government, federal 
government, or even by the WASB. 
These carefully crafted resolutions 
and the process of creating them not 
only give our staff direction when it 
comes to lobbying but also provide a 
time for us to reflect on who we are 

Sheboygan Area School Board Member Ryan Burg (below) has a 
moment of levity during a November WASB Policy and Resolutions 
Committee meeting. The committee meets twice in the fall to advance 
member resolutions to the Delegate Assembly in January. 

The WASB Policy and Resolutions Committee (preceding page)  
is composed of about 25 school board members from across  
Wisconsin. They met in November in Stevens Point to review  
resolutions submitted earlier in the year by member school boards.
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as an association. It is a very bot-
tom-up process. But for those unfa-
miliar, it can be opaque. 

So, I want to give you a little 
insight into how we get from the 
resolutions first presented for consid-
eration to what we debate on the 
Delegate Assembly floor. Off and on 
for the past several years I’ve been a 
member of our Policy and Resolutions 
Committee, helping to decide if pre-
sented resolutions should be passed 
along to the Delegate Assembly as 
written, modified or rejected. 

Why did I first get involved? I got 
involved for the same reasons many 
of us ran for school board in the first 
place; because of wanting to make a 
difference in children’s lives. As a 
new school board member, I was 
filled with maybe a little too much 
passion and impatience wanting to 
make an impact. Listening to what 
seemed like hours of what, in my 
opinion, seemed a pointless discus-
sion just wasn’t going to work for 
me. I told myself if I got the chance, 
I was going to sign up for this 
“Policy and Resolutions Committee” 
thing so I could focus the WASB’s 
energies on what I felt was 
important. In other words, I wanted 
to participate because of my ego. 
How much I had to learn! 

The first thing I had to learn was 
the process.

During October and November, 
about 25 WASB members, repre-
senting every region of the state, get 
together to discuss each submitted 
resolution. When we go over the 
resolutions, we look at three criteria:

▪ Is it timely?

▪ Is it worthy of debate?

▪ Does it need consideration by 
the Delegate Assembly?

One criterion we don’t use is: “Is it 
something we like?” Committee 
members’ political philosophies 
range from very liberal to very con-
servative, just as they do in the 
WASB as a whole. What I’ve come 
to love about serving on the Policy 

and Resolutions Committee is that 
as members, we work hard at 
putting aside those differences when 
we’re inside and outside the meeting 
room. As a team, our focus is on the 
resolution in front of us and if we 
can help it along and help the board 
that brought it forward to fit the 
criteria so it can get before the Dele-
gate Assembly and be voted on. It 
isn’t to ensure only those resolutions 

that match our political beliefs pass. 
Let me give you an example from 

this year. We received a resolution 
voicing opposition to how the 
federal government establishes 
policy via guidance statements, 
without the public input required in 

its already established rule-making 
process. The rationale provided by 
the school board proposing the 
resolution included statements which 
offended many of us on the com-
mittee, myself included. I’m not 
going to go into detail regarding 
what the presenting district said that 
was offensive to me, as it’s not 
important in this example. However, 
the underlying argument of the 

Policy and Resolutions Committee members (including Ryan Burg at right)  
split off into small groups to discuss proposed resolutions at an October meeting.

As a team, our focus is on the resolution in front of us and if we can  

help it along and help the board that brought it forward to fit the criteria  

so it can get before the Delegate Assembly and be voted on.
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federal government overreaching its 
mandate without public input fit the 
criteria well. After discussion and a 
few tweaks in the resolution’s lan-
guage, we sent it along to the Dele-
gate Assembly for consideration. 

At the time I’m writing this in 
late November, I haven’t decided if I 
will recommend to my board that 
we support the resolution. As my 
district’s delegate, I have a lot of 
reservations about its effects on 
some of our most vulnerable stu-
dents. But that’s not my call to 

make. That’s up to my board. Again, 
WASB is a bottom-up organization; 
it acts based on how we as members 
decide. As a delegate, I represent 
those members on my board who 
aren’t there.  

That doesn’t mean as individuals 
we can’t or shouldn’t speak up. In 
fact, as advocates there are times 
where we must. Last year, the Dele-

gate Assembly took up a resolution 
advocating that like the required 
class on Native American/Indigenous 
tribes in Wisconsin, schools develop 
a curriculum and provide profes-
sional training regarding the role of 
Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders in Wisconsin and the USA. 
It was controversial, with passionate 
advocates on each side. Some 
believed that this was a mandate 
that forced districts to teach a 
subject which they didn’t feel neces-
sary. They were justified in their 

beliefs and provided valid points for 
the Delegate Assembly to consider. 

Others, including myself, believed 
differently. We felt that as attacks 
against AAPI people were increasing 
due to COVID-19 myths, much like 
how the Native American/Indige-
nous class was born out of treaty 
rights controversies several decades 
ago, we had an obligation to educate 

our students about their story. 
During the debate, I spoke about 

how when I was a kid, we were told 
that the newly arrived Hmong popu-
lation would eat our dogs, and that 
it was acceptable for us to treat these 
refugees from war as being less than 
human. I related that if I knew what 
happened to cause the Hmong 
coming here, I would’ve treated 
them a lot better. It was a hard state-
ment for me to make, as it called out 
my own bias. Did it make a differ-

ence? Honestly, I don't 
know if it did or not. I 
hope it made some 
folks think. But overall, 
that wasn’t the point. It 
was important to say as 
our Delegate Assembly 
needed to hear multiple 
points of view so we 
could provide the guid-
ance needed for our 
organization and make 
a decision together. 

At its best, the Dele-
gate Assembly brings 
forward multiple points 
of view and raises 
issues that may not 
have been considered 
by the board that 
brought the resolution 
forward or by the 
Policy and Resolutions 
Committee or our own 
boards as they consid-
ered the resolutions.  

There is an old 
adage that “Together, 
all of us are smarter 

than each of us on our own.” It is 
that open “give and take” and the 
opportunity for all boards to have 
their voice heard that both makes the 
WASB resolutions reflect the best 
thinking of WASB members and 
makes them powerful. ◾  

Ryan Burg is a school board member  
in the Sheboygan Area School District.

The Policy and Resolutions Committee meets in October to consider proposed resolutions. Members 
consider a number of factors when deciding whether to advance resolutions to the Delegate Assembly, 

though whether they personally support the resolution is not one of them.

January-February 2023   |   9



Advocacy
AT THE BOARD  

MEE TING

How school boards can  
translate their legislative  
advocacy plan into policy

by Dan Rossmiller and Chris Kulow
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A
s lobbyists for the WASB, we 
are often asked how boards 
should structure their legisla-
tive advocacy to be more 
effective advocates for their 
students and districts.

Our typical reply — “whatever 
works best for your board” — 
deserves some elaboration.  

Experienced board members 
recognize that sometimes legislative 
advocacy happens during a school 
board meeting, such as when a board 
directly approves a specific position, 
statement, or resolution regarding 
proposed or pending legislation. 

But opportunities for effective 
legislative advocacy often happen 
outside of board meetings. How can 
boards take steps during meetings 
that pay off with nimble and effec-
tive advocacy when it’s needed most, 
especially when time is of the essence 
and decisive action is needed?

Being proactive and developing 
an advocacy process can help you 
lessen confusion about roles and 
responsibilities, handle short time-
lines, build relationships and accom-
modate other contingencies. 

With that in mind, many boards 
are recognizing the value of having 
specific board policy that formalizes 
the board’s processes on the topic  
of legislative activities, including 
advocacy.  

Among the more common fea-

tures of such plans are a couple of 
foundational building block con-
cepts, such as the following:

▪ Individual school board members 
should act or speak on behalf of 
the board or district only when 
authorized by the board. If not 
authorized by the board they 
should make it clear that they are 
speaking as an individual, albeit 
as an individual who happens to 
be a school board member.

▪ When a school board delegates 
an advocacy-related responsi-
bility it is advisable to do so 
through a clear board policy  
(or a motion or resolution) that 
provides guidance about any 
parameters or limitations. 

Having a clearly delineated plan 
with defined roles that all board 
members understand can help you 
navigate board-related challenges 
(like an ideological split on board) 
so you are not prevented from 
having a voice on legislative issues.  
Develop a plan so you can move 
forward despite these challenges.

One key goal of any policy is to 
ensure you have somebody paying 
attention to what is happening in the 
Legislature so you can be prepared 
to respond as quickly and effectively 
as possible.

A single approach likely will not 
work for every board. You’ll need to 

find the best fit for your board.  
Below are some options to consider 
as you think about establishing a 
board policy: 

▪ Identify a legislative liaison to 
track legislative issues and 
decide whether that person is 
authorized to communicate on 
behalf of the board/district 
without first obtaining a 
majority vote in favor of the spe-
cific advocacy position. This can 
be the district administrator, 
board president or another 
board member. A good first step 
is to have that person follow the 
WASB Legislative Update blog. 
The advantage of this method is 
having the ability to act quickly 
on time-sensitive issues, but it 
requires trust in the person given 
this responsibility. 

▪ Create a legislative committee. 
The advantage of this method 
over having a single legislative 
liaison is to have multiple people 
vetting the board’s position. The 
disadvantage is that meetings of 
committees still require the same 
open meetings law notice require-
ments as a regular board meeting, 
and it may be harder to advocate 
quickly on timely issues via the 
committee approach due to the 
need to schedule and post notice 
of committee meetings. 

Chris KulowDan Rossmiller

Having a clearly delineated plan with defined roles that all board  
members understand can help you navigate board-related challenges.
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▪ Discuss at least one 
legislative issue during 
each school board 
meeting. The legisla-
tive liaison or com-
mittee can update the 
board on important 
developments.  This 
may be more of a goal 
or an aspiration than a 
mandate. Setting a 
goal to discuss at least 
one legislative issue at 
each board meeting 
provides an incentive to keep on 
top of happenings in Madison. 
The idea is to make sure that 
someone is tracking what is 
happening in the Legislature and 
is keeping the board aware of 
opportunities to make a state-
ment or contact lawmakers 
about current legislation. Com-

municating about your district’s 
needs and concerns in a timely 
and understandable way is crit-
ical when it comes to influencing 
legislation.

▪ Consider how you are going to 
communicate your board’s posi-
tions to your lawmakers.  One 
option is to pass a board resolu-

tion to take an official 
position on specific iden-
tified legislative issues and 
priorities. Assign the 
legislative liaison (or 
some other designee) the 
task of communicating 
those official positions to 
your legislators.

 |Knowledge is power
An effective approach to 
legislative advocacy also 
depends on knowing how 

the Legislature and lawmakers work.
First, you should understand 

that most legislators are generalists 
and very few of them are experts in 
education. This gives school boards 
an opportunity to educate law-
makers about how their decisions 
will affect schools and students. 
Your school board can do more 

It is sometimes said that “Nobody plans to fail, but often 
times people fail to plan.” We’ve provided some options as to 
how you might want to organize or structure your board's 
advocacy.  Now, we offer some questions for you to think about 
and discuss as you consider how best to shape your board’s 
advocacy program in the form of a board policy.

▪ What is our school board currently doing in relation to 
legislative advocacy? Is it working? 

▪ What are our school board’s general goals/purposes for 
its legislative advocacy efforts? Can we agree on what 
those goals are?

▪ How are our school board’s or district’s legislative priori-
ties and positions on legislative issues being determined? 
Does the board as a whole make these determinations by 
voting on the legislative priorities and positions at a prop-
erly called board meeting, or has the board delegated this 
responsibility to a subunit of the board (e.g., a board com-
mittee) or has it designated individuals within the district 
(e.g., board legislative contact/liaison, board president, 
district administrator)?

▪ Does our school board or district seek input from district 
staff and community members when establishing the legisla-
tive priorities and positions on issues? If so, to what extent?

▪ How are our school board’s or district’s legislative priori-
ties and positions communicated to legislators, govern-
ment agencies or other applicable entities? Has our board 
identified a spokesperson(s) to speak for the board on 
these issues? If so, who?

▪ If the board has delegated a legislative advocacy-related 
responsibility (e.g., determining the district’s legislative 
priorities and positions or communicating the district’s 
legislative priorities and positions on behalf of the district), 
what are the parameters under which our board’s desig-
nee(s) can officially act on behalf of the board and the 
district? What are our board’s specific expectations 
regarding these individuals? What restrictions, if any, are 
placed on their delegated authority?

▪ How does our board intend to work with the district  
administrator on identifying and implementing advocacy 
initiatives?

7 QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR BOARD’S ADVOCACY POLICY

NOTE: POLICY RESOURCE GUIDE SUBSCRIBERS CAN ACCESS A SAMPLE BOARD POLICY ON SCHOOL BOARD ADVOCACY
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than simply oppose or 
support a bill. It can 
bring forward new 
approaches to addressing 
the problem. Where 
possible, consider pro-
posing alternatives or 
solutions that are mutu-
ally beneficial.

Again, communicating 
about your district’s needs 
and concerns in a timely 
and understandable way is 
critical.  It won’t help you 
to propose an amendment 
if the bill has already been passed.

Second, relationships are key in 
Madison. It’s always worthwhile to 
build relationships before you need a 
friend or ally. We also need to 
remember to circle back when the 
work is done and show appreciation. 
It is not effective to just show up 
when we are not happy.

Third, important decisions are 
often made early, even before legisla-
tion is formally proposed. Effective 
advocacy involves being prepared to 
respond and engage in the early 
formation of proposals. Your frame-
work should enable this.

Finally, you will be more influen-
tial by working in concert with 
parents and other community 
members. They can amplify your 
voice and show that your concerns go 
beyond just board members and the 
superintendent. Working with parents 
and other community members can 
include connecting with existing local 
groups or creating new local net-
works for the purpose of sharing 
information, gaining support and 
developing new sources of influence. 

School boards can inform business 
and labor groups, parent associations, 
educators, farm leaders and service 
organizations about legislation that 
affects both the district and other 
sectors of the community. Boards can 
seek support for the board’s positions 
and assistance in influencing legisla-
tion through existing regular board 
meetings, special meetings and special 

events. If your local media isn’t cov-
ering your meetings, reach out to them 
and set up a meeting to explain your 
positions and concerns with legislation 
so they can communicate those posi-
tions or concerns to the community.

 |Consider a board resolution
Board resolutions are official posi-
tions voted on by your board at a 
meeting. We encourage you to pass 
resolutions on legislative issues and 
share those resolutions with your 
legislators, local media and the 
WASB. Often, the WASB will draft 
sample resolutions on key issues that 
we make available to local boards. 

While board resolutions are 
important and official acts of your 
locally elected school board, on their 
own they are not particularly strong 
legislative advocacy efforts unless 
you take some extra steps to explain 
why your board has taken the stance 
laid out in the resolution, why the 
issue is important to you and what 
you want done about it.

Board resolutions can be a vehicle 
to help promote greater awareness 
on the part of board members, the 
public and legislators of an issue or 
concern, but they aren’t an end in 
and of themselves. Consider them 
the beginning of the conversation, 
not at the end. 

In the Legislature, resolutions in 
the typical format (whereas…, 
whereas..., therefore…) are largely 
symbolic efforts (think recognizing a 
long-time employee’s retirement or 

proclaiming an official 
state cheese) and are not 
necessarily taken as seri-
ously as they should be by 
legislative offices when 
they receive them. For 
legislative staff who are 
accustomed to responding 
to emails/letters that are 
clearly from individual 
constituents, it can also be 
confusing for them to 
know exactly to whom 
they should respond.

Here are some tips to bolster 
your resolutions as advocacy: 

▪ Format your resolution as a letter 
or include a cover letter with a 
specified person (board president, 
board legislative liaison, etc.) for 
your legislator to respond to. 
There is no legal requirement to 
format your resolution in the 
traditional “whereas…, therefore 
…” format. (For samples, see the 
Legislative Advocacy Toolkit on 
WASB.org)

▪ Assign a board member to 
follow up with legislative offices 
after you send them your resolu-
tion. Ask if they received it and 
summarize your board discus-
sion from the meeting on why 
the issue is important to your 
school district.

School board members can have a 
powerful voice in influencing legisla-
tors. You understand the unique 
issues affecting your schools and can 
provide valuable input about how a 
given legislative proposal might 
affect your students, schools, and 
community. Consider putting in 
place an advocacy plan to bolster 
your efforts. ◾

Dan Rossmiller is director of government 
relations at the WASB. He can be reached  
at drossmiller@wasb.org.

Chris Kulow is government relations spe-
cialist at the WASB. He can be reached at 
ckulow@wasb.org.
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LUTHER OLSEN, RIPON

The most important advice I can 
give to school board members who 
want to be effective advocates is to 
ENGAGE with your legislators. By 
that I don’t mean having one conver-
sation or even a couple of conversa-
tions. Engaging with legislators 
means having regular conversations 
and communications back and forth. 

The Legislature is a big player 
when it comes to providing resources 
for schools. The two-year (or biennial) 
state budget is huge in this regard.  

Conversations with the legislators 
who represent your district are really 
important because: a) one of the first 
big jobs for lawmakers will be writing 
the next two-year state budget; and b) 
the recommendations that legislative 
leadership makes — especially the 
recommendations of the majority 

party leaders in each house — may or 
may not always be in the best interest 
of public education.  

For public schools to get the 
resources they need in the next state 
budget, school leaders will need to 
have spoken to enough rank-and-file 
lawmakers who can go to leadership 
and convince those party leaders other-
wise. That is, you need your legislators 
to be the people who can say “no, 

we’ve talked to our school districts and 
here is what they really need.”  

Right now, the state has lots of 
dollars in its checkbook and schools 
need to be getting their share of 
those dollars. The best way for them 
to get what they need is to be 
engaged with their legislators. 

Although the ideal time to talk 
with legislators is probably when 
they are running for office, because 
that is when they will talk with 
anyone and everyone they’re seeking 

votes from, talking with them is 
important. After the election, espe-
cially for brand-new legislators, much 
of their time will be taken up with 
hiring staff, organizing their office, 
getting briefings and orientations, 
and learning about their committee 
assignments. Nevertheless, sending 
them a note congratulating them on 
their election and putting them on 
your district’s mailing list so they 
receive your newsletters are two good 
ways to begin building a relationship. 
Try to find a time that is mutually 
convenient to have a conversation.

Invite your legislators to your 
school board meetings. That’s a good 
opportunity to have a frank conver-
sation about the issues and challenges 
you’re having in your district. You’ve 
got your principals and other staff 
who you can invite to participate in 
the meeting. They can also talk first-
hand about issues and challenges.

By all means, take photos of the 
meeting. That’s golden! Share those 
photos. Everyone wants to know 
that their legislator is meeting with 
people in the district and helping 
them solve their problems. The old 
saying that “a picture is worth a 
thousand words” is true in this case. 

IN THEIR OWN WORDS 

Right now, the state has lots of dollars in its checkbook  
and schools need to be getting their share of those dollars. 
 The best way for them to get what they need is to  
be engaged with their legislators. — Luther Olsen

We contacted current and former Wisconsin lawmakers and asked them to write  
about how school board members can be partners in legislation and budget-setting.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS 
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It’s a win-win situation.
Another important piece of 

advice for boards is to stay current 
on what is happening in Madison. 
For me as a lawmaker, one of the 
most frustrating things I encountered 
in meeting with school boards was 
when they didn’t know the issues or 
what they wanted to talk about was 
three months too late.  

A number of times I had boards 
that wanted to talk with me about a 
bill that had been amended. When 
the original bill gets amended and 
board members are still talking 
about the bill in its original form, it 
can be very frustrating both for the 
lawmaker and for the board.

I can appreciate that it’s a chal-
lenge for boards to keep up with 
what’s going on, but it’s really 
important that someone on the 
board needs to be watching what’s 
going on and reporting back to the 
board. It doesn’t do you any good to 
contact your lawmaker to ask him 
or her to vote for or against a partic-
ular bill, if the vote on that bill has 
already occurred. Time is often of 
the essence.

You should watch for legislative 
alerts from the WASB lobbyists 
about important bills. Those will be 
current and provide up-to-date 
information about important bills 
when those bills are at a critical 
stage in the legislative process where 
your action — i.e., contacting your 
legislator with a targeted message 
— can make a difference.

I always appreciated when organi-
zations like the WASB would hold 
their “lobbying day” and invite their 
members to Madison to meet with 
legislators. Those were good meetings 
because board members got briefed 
and got up-to-date information and 
talking points to use during their 
conversations with legislators. Board 
members were using the talking points 
for today and not the talking points 
from three months ago.

Good conversations with legisla-
tors are not confrontational. They 

result in an exchange of information 
with legislators.  Bad conversations 
happen when board members come 
in frustrated. It doesn’t help matters 
if everybody gets in their corners and 
isn’t willing to budge.

Speaking as a former school 
board president as well as a former 
legislator, I always found it helped if 
the board and the district adminis-
trator come in as a team. I found 
that when I met with superinten-
dents, I always got more information 
than I did from meeting with the 
board alone.

If you are looking for help on a 
particular issue or concern, it helps if 
you can make specific asks of your 
legislator. Examples of such a spe-
cific ask might be to ask your legis-
lator, “Would you draft our idea as a 
bill or an amendment?” or “Would 
you be proactive on this issue?  
Would you urge your colleagues to 
support our idea?”

After work on the state budget is 
completed, there are likely going to 
be lots of educational policy bills 
coming through the Legislature. 

Having a good relationship and 
frequent engagement with your 
legislators will put you in a better 
position to ask him or her to support 
the proposals you support and to 
oppose the proposals you oppose.

Finally, I have some suggestions 
for things not to do. 

If you call a lawmaker’s office and 
don’t reach your lawmaker, you will 
be talking to the legislator’s staff, not 
their “secretary.” Our staff is an 
extension or a reflection of us as 
legislators. When you talk to them it 
is like talking to us. Be assured that 
your concerns are not going to go 

nowhere just because you speak to 
your lawmaker’s staff rather than 
directly to your lawmaker.

We can’t always be in the office 
to answer calls. Our staff takes our 
place.  We need competent staff to 
help us do the work of legislating 
and handling constituent requests. 
You would be wise to treat your 
lawmaker’s staff with respect and to 
fill them in as to your issues or con-
cerns as if you were speaking 
directly to your lawmaker. How you 
treat staff is how your message is 
going to be relayed to your law-
maker. Keep that in mind. ◾

SONDY POPE, MT. HOREB

As a strong advocate for public 
education and as a legislator focused 
primarily on K-12 education issues,  
I have an appreciation and under-
standing of the partnerships neces-
sary to build, support, nourish and 
grow safe and supportive schools. 
An integral partner in this is the 
locally elected, accountable, school 
board. Their decision-making should 
be based on reliable information 

regarding current and future costs 
and expenses; anticipated financial 
resources from state and federal 
government; and expectations from 
parents and the community. Addi-
tionally, they must adhere to all state 
and federal laws. They do this with 
the goal of providing the best educa-
tion possible for their students and 
supporting their staff.

As a legislator who has served on 
the Assembly Education Committee 
all 20 years of my service, I have 
come to rely on the perspective of 
school board members who serve the 
interest of all stakeholders in a school 

Interaction directly with school boards or individual  
board members is the most effective means of  

advancing individual ideas or perspectives or  
influencing outcomes. — Sondy Pope

We contacted current and former Wisconsin lawmakers and asked them to write  
about how school board members can be partners in legislation and budget-setting.
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district. Because they are accountable 
to all of the voters in their district, as 
well as to those of the larger non-
voting community entities, I have 
always thought of them as holding a 
broader understanding of the func-
tion of education. As an advocate for 
education issues, I often attended 
school board meetings to follow 
issues and trends, to present con-
cerns, and to encourage deci-
sion-making that would benefit 
education as I saw it as a parent.

Interaction directly with school 
boards or individual board members 
is the most effective means of 
advancing individual ideas or per-
spectives or influencing outcomes. 
Board members represent specific 
groups of people or populations and 
are eager to hear the perspective of 
the community they represent. 
Elected officials, like legislators, 
serve best when decision-making is 
accurately informed.

As an advocate I made myself 
known to board members and 
inquired about their perspectives on 
issues of concern to me. I also shared 
my opinion about issues and often 
provided information to bring them 
to a similar understanding.

As a legislator, I respected the 
perspective of school boards and 
board members. In my own legisla-
tive district, students attended  
15 different school districts. As a 
member of numerous task forces,  
I studied and visited many schools 
from small rural to huge urban 
districts. It is surprising to see the 
different needs and cultures of these 
schools all operating under the same 
rules and regulations and all gov-
erned by elected school boards.  

Along with educators and admin-
istrators, I viewed board opinions 
with respect for the authenticity they 
carried. Often the perspective of these 
three groups varied, but I was always 
aware that each was wanting the best 
for our public schools. Without input 

from these groups, it would be diffi-
cult to determine the direction of my 
vote. The weight of their input and 
opinions weighed heavily because 
they are the closest to education, have 
the best interests of their schools in 
mind, and are committed to serve for 
a greater good.

Unfortunately, school board 
elections have become one of the 
most recent battlefields for partisan-

ship. I have been watching with deep 
concern as political issues are 
moving onto school board agendas 
and control of education is threat-
ened by forces driven by politics.  

As with all politics in America,  
I fear for the direction we may be 
heading. I never thought of my 
school board members in terms of 
their politics, but that is changing. 
Citizens would be wise to get 
involved now to understand the 
forces that are driving this change.

The importance of frequent com-
munication between community 
members, school board members, 
educators and administrators, and 
the other elected officials repre-
senting them cannot be stressed 
enough. Lawmakers must under-
stand the needs and experiences of 
those they serve in order to create 
policies that move us all forward.

Our public schools are the cor-
nerstones of our communities and 
foundational pieces of our democ-
racy. When state leaders collaborate 
with local school boards and other 
school leaders, students enrolled in 
our public schools have the best 
opportunities to have high-quality 
educational experiences. ◾

ROBERT WITTKE, RACINE

All constituent contacts are 
important to the work that my staff 
and I perform during the legislative 
session. Some contacts are terse and 
argumentative, some are sensitive in 
nature, and others are genuinely 
friendly and helpful to the process. 
All are important. I believe in 
hearing both sides of an issue and 

even when we disagree it’s important 
for me to know where you stand. 

I would encourage school board 
members to think about their role as a 
local elected official and keep com-
ments and concerns to the facts of the 
issue — keep emotions in check. 
Partisan talking points like, “You 
don’t fully fund education” mean little 
without facts and data to support! 
Telling me about your school’s prog-
ress with student achievement is valu-
able; telling me about where you are 
spending the dollars the state gives 
your district is valuable. 

Set a time to meet with me so we 
can focus on the issues that matter 
most to you. Prepare for your time 
by focusing on one or two key con-
cerns and be sure you have all the 
facts to support or oppose the issue 
with me. Be prepared for me to ask 
for follow up information.

Remember that if you do 
nothing, nothing changes, so speak 
up to your Legislators and help us 
understand your concerns. ◾

The WASB will hold its Day at the Capitol  
on March 22, 2023. Watch for more 
information about the event, including 
registration details. 

I would encourage school board members to think  
about their role as a local elected official and keep  
comments and concerns to the facts of the issue 

 — keep emotions in check. — Robert Wittke
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T he WASB provides member advocacy support and 
resources. While the WASB government relations 
staff lobbies legislators directly, an equally if not 

more important aspect of our job is to make sure our 
members have the most up-to-date information to  
effectively advocate.

We know your time is limited. School board duties are 
not your full-time job. We want to make it as easy as 
possible to follow events in Madison so you can be effec-
tive advocates for your students.

When the legislative session starts and the state budget 
process heats up, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed by fast-
moving events. Look to us for information. We will do 
our best to sift through what is happening and let you 
know what is important from a preK-12 perspective.

We also recognize that our members have different 
schedules and preferences in how they get information, so 
we try to provide that to you in a number of different ways.

 |Legislative Update blog
We update our Legislative Update blog often during the 
legislative session, letting you know what is happening in 
real time. Consider bookmarking that page and checking 
there regularly for updates. You can also subscribe to the 
blog by entering your email address to receive alerts when 
a new post goes up.

Many legislative liaisons and committees use these 
blog posts to update the rest of the board at the monthly 
school board meetings.

 |Webinars
The WASB provides a complimentary update on timely 
legal and legislative matters at noon on the third 
Wednesday of each month. We provide legislative updates 
and the attorneys talk about upcoming deadlines and 
legal requirements. 

The government relations staff also provides shorter 
weekly updates at noon on Fridays during the state 
budget debate. Stay tuned for the announcement of these 
“Capitol Chat” webinars following the governor’s budget 
address in mid February.

 |Advocacy alert emails
The WASB will send out email alerts to your school district 
email addresses at key points during the budget debate and 
legislative session. These emails will provide background 
on why we are asking you to contact your lawmakers and 
a sample message that you can edit to include local exam-
ples. With one click, these messages are sent automatically 
to your state senator and representative.

 |eConnection
eConnection, WASB’s electronic newsletter, is sent out 
every Monday and includes links to new Legislative 
Update blog posts and other advocacy-related information.

 |Legislative Toolkit
The foundation of successful advocacy is knowledge of 
the legislative process. Advocates need to focus their 
energy on the people making the important decisions 
when they are being made. School board members serve 
important roles in both supporting passage of bills that 
are favorable to public schools and in opposing bills that 
work to their detriment. The WASB Legislative Advocacy 
Toolkit is a great resource of information that covers 
advocacy topics from every angle and provides a template 
to build an advocacy plan from the ground up. It is 
written from the perspective of former state legislative 
office staff with insight on how legislative offices operate 
and how to be effective in communicating with them.

The Toolkit includes foundational information of why 
advocacy is important, how the WASB can help, creating 
an advocacy plan for your board and general guidelines 
for how to contact legislative offices and communicate 
effectively with them.

The Toolkit also goes in depth on how to plan Legisla-
tive/Candidate forums or monthly legislative breakfasts. 
Getting school leaders and legislators together in the 
district regularly is immensely valuable. There are several 
longstanding examples around the state, and we also 
provide sample materials from one of these.

The legislative process is covered in detail to show  
you when and how to best have an impact, testifying  
at legislative committee hearings and a timeline for the 
state budget.

Finally, there are sample emails to legislators, board 
resolutions and a full two-year legislative session strategy 
that provides ideas of things you can do to keep in 
regular contact with your lawmakers.

Your government relations staff aims to be a sup-
portive partner in your advocacy efforts. We truly appre-
ciate and are inspired by your dedication to your students 
and their future. We hope one or more of our methods of 
communicating information will be convenient to you. 
Please feel free to contact us at any time with questions or 
comments. We’re here to help you. ◽

Dan Rossmiller is director of government relations at the WASB.  
He can be reached at drossmiller@wasb.org.

Chris Kulow is government relations specialist at the WASB.  
He can be reached at ckulow@wasb.org.

LEGISLATIVE ADVOCACY: 
How Can the WASB Help?

WA SB RE SOURCE GUIDE
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 Educators Rising Wisconsin, a 
student organization with a 
growing number of chapters 
across the state, may prove to be 

the key to turning the tide of the teacher 
shortage. Educators Rising focuses on 
supporting high school students who are 
considering a career in teaching and 
works to strengthen the high school to 
teacher prep program pipeline. While 

districts are using creative means to fill 
staff vacancies in the short term, invest-
ment in a long-term grow-your-own solu-
tion may get overlooked. Nationwide 60% 
of educators teach within 20 miles of 
where they attended high school.1 Future 
teachers are sitting in grades 9-12 class-
rooms right now, waiting to be noticed. 

In 2016, Wisconsin became an 
affiliated member of the Educators 

Rising national organization. The Wis-
consin Department of Public Instruc-
tion played an invaluable role in getting 
the ball rolling and continues to 
support the organization. In DPI’s 
recently released Education & Training 
Career Pathway, Educators Rising 
received an important nod through its 
inclusion as a “Career Exploration 
Program.” Educators Rising is proving 

PREPARING  
  FUTURE TEACHERS

Local EDUCATORS RISING chapters set out to solve teacher shortage
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to be a natural complement to existing 
Family, Consumer, and Career Leaders 
of America chapters in local high 
schools, or as a successful stand alone 
club for budding educators. 

Leadership of Educators Rising-WI 
transitioned to the Wisconsin Education 
Association Council in 2019. Despite 
Covid-related setbacks, its presence has 
grown rapidly during the recovery. 
WEAC President Peggy Wirtz-Olsen 
explains WEAC’s commitment to the 
cause, “Educators Rising is important to 
the Wisconsin Education Association 
Council because we believe that 
attracting and retaining high quality 
professionals into the education profes-
sion is critical to the success of our 
students and public education in Wis-
consin.” WEAC promotes new chapter 
development, supports advisors through 
monthly check-in calls, and organizes an 
annual summit for high school students. 

Through hands-on involvement and 
conference sponsorships, other educa-
tion stakeholder groups have acknowl-
edged the potential of Educators Rising. 
Kim Kaukl, former executive director of 
Wisconsin Rural Schools Alliance 
(WiRSA), commented, “...[WiRSA is] 

confident Educators Rising will provide 
our rural schools a great opportunity to 
fill their needs, overcome our teacher 
shortage and to begin to refill the Wis-
consin teacher pipeline again. WiRSA 
has sponsored the Educators Rising 
Annual Conference…and plans to do so 
in the future. We feel it is of great value 
to support programs, like Educators 
Rising, that bring professionalism back 
to education and to rebuild the Wis-
consin teacher ranks to the great level we 

once held nationally.” Kaukl has been a 
regular attendee at the annual student 
summit and has served as a judge for the 
competitions. 

But what are the benefits for Wiscon-
sin’s students? Educators Rising chapters 
provide a supportive environment where 
students can declare their interest in a 
career in education. Sadly, one advisor 
reports, “At a recent club meeting I asked 
for a show of hands from those who had 
ever received a negative reaction from an 
adult when they shared their interest in 
teaching. It broke my heart when nearly 
every hand went up. These kids need our 
support.” Students shared that negative 
reactions come from school personnel as 
well as family members. According to a 
New America report, 54% of parents 
openly state that they do not want their 
children to consider a career in educa-
tion.2 Under the guidance of advisors who 
are passionate about the profession, rising 
educators can decide if the career is right 
for them. In a 2020 report by George 
Washington University, 60% of students 
noted an increase in their interest in 
teaching after participating in an Educa-
tors Rising program.3 Dayonna Bolton, a 
second-year teacher in Reedsburg, was a 

In a 2020 report by George 

Washington University,  

60% of students noted  

an increase in their  

interest in teaching  

after participating  

in an Educators  

Rising program.

Educators Rising members learn 
about the profession by touring 

schools of education.
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member of one of Wisconsin’s first chap-
ters in 2016. She states, “The incorpora-
tion of Educators Rising in my high 
school experience equipped me with the 
tools to take with me to college and into 
my career. It helped me prepare and get 
ahead of the game in education.”

Educators Rising members have the 
opportunity to attend a high caliber 
summit each March. Sessions are led by 
Wisconsin’s Teachers of the Year, other 
educational leaders, and aspiring educa-
tors from the university serving as the 
host site. Approximately 20 percent of 
attendees participate in competitions 
which allow them to showcase their 
developing career-related skills. There 
are 22 competition categories including: 
Job Interview, Children’s Literature, 
TED Talks, Lesson Planning and more. 
The 2023 Summit will be held at the 
University Wisconsin-Stevens Point on 
March 1st. Registration opened on the 

WEAC website at the end of December. 
The cost to operate a local chapter of 

Educators Rising is minimal. There are 
no state or national fees for the school. 
Registering on the national website 
opens up a plethora of free support 
materials for advisors and administra-
tors. Registering on the state website 
puts the advisor in direct contact with 
the state coordinator and garners an 

invitation to the Summit. There are no 
state dues for students, but students will 
need to pay the $10 national dues if 
they plan to attend or compete at the 
Summit. An official chapter only needs 
to include one adult and one student. 

School board members understand 
the value of investing in Wisconsin’s 
future. They are dedicated to strength-
ening their communities through 
quality experiences. In the case of 
Educators Rising, districts can provide a 
quality career exploration experience 
and develop a long-term solution to 
their local teacher shortage.  Kaitlyn 
Asdigian, a second-year teacher in 
Hillsboro and Educators Rising alumni 
shares, “Through my Educators Rising 
experience, for the first time, I was able 
to be recognized and praised for 
choosing this career. We need to recruit 
high quality teachers, and I see no 
better way than to praise young people 

In the case of Educators 

Rising, districts can provide  

a quality career exploration 

experience and develop  

a long-term solution to their 

local teacher shortage.

Every year, Educators Rising 
members from around the 
state gather for a summit. 
This year, that event will be 
March 1 at the University of 

Wisconsin-Stevens Point.
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for wanting to enter this field and pro-
viding them with diverse experiences 
early on to best prepare them.” 

Would you like to learn more about 
starting a chapter of Educators Rising? 
Contact WEAC’s Educators Rising State 
Coordinator Leah Luke at lukel@weac.org 
or visit https://weac.org/resources/ 
professional-resources/educators-rising/. ◾
Leah Luke is state coordinator for Educators 
Rising-Wisconsin. She is a teacher in Mauston.

 1. PDK International. (2018). The  
50th annual PDK Poll of the Public’s 
Attitudes Toward the Public Schools.  
pdkpoll.org/wp-content/uploads/ 
2020/05/pdkpoll50_2018.pdf

 2. Muñiz, J. (2018, February 28).  
Diversifying the Teacher Workforce  
with ‘Grow Your Own’ Programs.  
New America. newamerica.org/ 
education-policy/edcentral/ 
diversifying-teacher-workforce- 
grow-your-own-pathways/ 

 3. educatorsrising.org

Educators Rising members create snowflakes in a crafting activity.
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THE
We asked the teachers to write about their role in democracy,  

in creating a class of citizens with different backgrounds who are capable  
of self-government and coexistence with people different than them.
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 W e have all experienced that 
one student who listens to 
your instructions and takes 

the project in a completely different 
direction than what you had planned. 
This same student then feels it is nec-
essary to justify their inspired interpre-
tation of your instructions. But why is 
a justification necessary when the child 
is the creator of his or her own mas-
terpiece? Art provides the opportunity 
for self-expression. Self-expression is 
crucial for the development of every 
child’s identity, confidence and sense 
of belonging to the world. Art not 
only allows us to share our existence 
with those around us, but also invites 
viewers into a life that may be far 
different from that of their own. 

So, how can we support children 
who are still growing and con-
structing their own artistic, social, 
cultural and physical identity? As 
educators, we can help protect the 
role the arts play in democratic 
communities by creating an engaging 

environment that allows our stu-
dents to freely express their imagina-
tion and creativity while feeling safe 
to communicate their own views and 
interpretations of the world around 
them. A democratic classroom 
should not demonstrate a hierarchy, 
but rather a shared partnership 
between the teacher and the student. 
Promoting a democratic environ-
ment that offers a shared leadership 
classroom will aid in building strong 
student/teacher relationships, respect 
and cultural awareness while 
assisting in creating empathetic and 
socially responsible citizens.  

Student choice and student voice 
in the art room continues to be a 
topic of conversation as new peda-
gogy evolves. Discipline-Based Art 
Education, Project Based Learning, 
Choice Based Art Education, 
Teaching Artistic Behavior and 
Design Level Thinking are a few 
pedagogical approaches that most 
art educators have become familiar 
with over the years. Can any of these 
be a one-size-fits-all approach? 
Absolutely not. In today’s classroom, 
we, as specialist teachers, are faced 
with many challenges, including 
increasingly large class sizes, chal-
lenging student populations, and 
limited supplies and budgets. 
Teachers must assess their own 
classroom environment to determine 
what pedagogical approach will be 
the best fit to reach the needs of 
every student.  

Discipline-Based Art Education 
curricula explores units structured 

around the elements and principles 
of design emphasizing exposure to 
diverse material and techniques with 
somewhat limited student choice. 
Teaching Artistic Behavior, on the 
other hand, creates a more open 
studio approach, which enables 
students to choose and explore art 
ideas more independently. Students 
tend to do more creative thinking 
and problem solving on their own 
while engaged in their own creative 
journey. Many Teaching Artistic 
Behavior classrooms are set up as 
stations that encourage self-guided 
discovery. Research has unearthed 
both pros and cons on both of these 
two pedagogical approaches. 

With that being said, we know 
students are more likely to be 
engaged in a project when they have 
a say in their own learning. Does 
this mean we have to only use 
Choice Based for our students to be 
successful artists and creative 
thinkers? Perhaps, a combination of 
approaches could quite possibly 
create the perfect democratic experi-
ence for our students. Teachers who 
have focused on Discipline-Based 
Art Education could continue to 
teach the art history connections and 
the importance of processes, but 
allow some choice in subjects or 
materials. However, a Teaching 
Artistic Behavior approach could 
provide a little more guided instruc-
tion and in-depth knowledge of art 
history, processes and aesthetics 
while still maintaining a more studio 
choice centered approach. Either 
approach, with the inclusion of 
student choice, will support our 
students with finding their creative 
identity, confidence and sense of 
belonging to the world. □A democratic classroom  

should not demonstrate  

a hierarchy, but rather  

a shared partnership  

between the teacher  

and the student.  
— Dustin Anderson

DUSTIN ANDERSON
Art Teacher

Grant Elementary School,  
Wisconsin Rapids Public Schools
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 One of the most important 
parts of my job as a school 
counselor is my role as a 

student advocate. I advocate for my 
students to receive an equitable 
education and help them understand 
and celebrate the differences people 
have. Elementary students bring a 
unique combination of curiosity and 
realism to the world. They are eager 
to learn and have the ability to have 
concrete discussions about the ways 
people differ from each other 
without the same judgment many 
adults have. I am grateful that I get 
to start courageous conversations 
with my students at the very begin-
ning of their academic careers.

If my students are to become kind 
and caring citizens of the world who 
can coexist with people of a variety 
of backgrounds, they must learn to 
do more than simply tolerate those 
who are different from themselves. I 
seek to have my students accept and 
celebrate different identities through 
collaborative processes. Together, we 
grow as socially conscious citizens in 
our understanding of others through 
discussions, classroom lessons and 
school-wide activities. 

I am fortunate to have the ability 
to creatively find ways to develop 
lessons that support this social devel-
opment. My students engage in 
hands-on activities to learn about 
diversity. Following the activities, 
students reflect on places in their 
lives where they have seen dispari-
ties. We have conversations about 
race, financial standing, gender, 
ability, and mental health. My stu-
dents gain awareness about the 
issues facing our world and the 
privileges they hold. We hold space 
for acknowledging the privilege in 
our lives without shaming anyone 
for it. As an educator from a rela-
tively privileged background, I 
acknowledge that I often cannot 
speak from personal experience 
when it comes to dealing with 
racism or ableism. However, I still 
want my students to learn about 
these topics so they do not perpet-
uate the harm that comes from the 
many “isms” in our world. 

These conversations are called 
courageous for a reason. While I 
know these conversa-
tions are imperative 
to helping my stu-
dents become well-
rounded citizens of 
the world, I almost 
always have a bit of 
fear that lingers as I 
have these discus-
sions and my col-
leagues feel similarly 
when they share 
diverse content in 
their classrooms. So 
many families are 
quick to point a 

finger at school staff for teaching 
their children about these topics and 
insist we must have a hidden agenda. 
School staff end up meeting with 
families who are angry as they seek 
to understand what is happening in 
our classrooms. It can be challenging 
to be on the receiving end of the fear 
and anger coming from caregivers.  

If we are to continue helping our 
students become our future leaders, 
we need to support the educators who 
are providing these opportunities to 
explore and grow. We need them to 
know that their administration has 
their backs so that they can feel strong 
in taking risks. I know my role as an 
advocate means that I sometimes have 
to have scary and challenging conver-
sations. As an educator, I also know 
that my students are the future and I 
need to do my absolute best to set 
them up for success. They are so 
worth the scary and challenging con-
versations because I know it will 
make them thoughtful citizens who 
are capable of changing the world for 
the better. □ 

KAELEE HEIDEMAN
School Counselor

Carl Traeger Elementary School,  
Oshkosh School District

If my students are to become kind 

and caring citizens of the world  

who can coexist with people of  

a variety of backgrounds, they  

must learn to do more than  

simply tolerate those who are 

different from themselves. 

— Kaelee Heideman
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 It was in my early days of child-
hood, while following my father 
through the woods, where I expe-

rienced the power of a relationship 
and its connection to learning. The 
lessons nature taught me, narrated 
by my father, showed me how to be 
a student. What I didn’t know at the 
time was that he was also teaching 
me to be a teacher.

Together, my father and I 
watched tiny salamanders migrate to 
our pond every spring while there 
was still snow in the woods and ice 
on the water, and I learned of the life 
cycle of amphibians. He taught me 
how to tap maple trees in the spring, 
and I learned about the anatomy of 
trees. But he also taught me about 
the history of the indigenous people 
and their sugar camps.

One day, my father and I came 
across a giant ant hill that had a 
patch of wildflowers covered in 
aphids. He pointed out how the ants 
gently caressed the small aphids with 
their antennae. As the aphids sucked 
the sugary sap out of the stems of 
the wildflowers, a small liquid 

bubble appeared on their lower 
abdomens. Just as quickly, an ant 
would drink that bubble. My father 
explained that by “milking” the 
aphids, the ants gained a nutritious 
drink. The aphids allowed this 
because the ants were their tiny 
bodyguards, quickly attacking any 
predator of aphids. 

The richness of learning with my 
father grew out of our relationship. 
His never-ending supply of answers 
to my questions about salamanders, 
aphids and ants reminded me later 
to have that same patience with my 
students. As I have built relation-
ships with classrooms full of kids, I 
remember to be the active listener 
that my father was. His stories about 
the history of the indigenous people 
and their sugar camps modeled for 
me how the experiences of everyone 
need to be heard to fully understand 
any story. Even in nature itself, my 
father showed me relationships 
matter. Teachers and students are 
not much different than vulnerable 
aphids and ants. We need each other.

At a time when student achieve-
ment has shown declines and 
teachers are leaving the profession at 
record numbers, our country is 
looking for answers. I will argue that 
the lessons taught by my father 
demonstrate that strong personal 
relationships are key to making our 
educational system stronger.

Being physically disconnected 
from our students during the pan-
demic demonstrated a dire need for 
relationships with our students and 
families. Virtual learning magnified 
the importance of being present to 
each other. Sadly, the pandemic 

created other divisions that were 
often framed along political lines in 
what many now call “culture wars.” 
As my father taught me, true rela-
tionships need trust. But they also 
require one to be vulnerable and to 
overcome deeply held fears. 

During all the time my father and 
I spent together in the woods, we 
were vulnerable to each other, 
willing to see and hear one another. 
All the while being open to change. 
We must all show vulnerability and 
trust in each other as we move 
forward if we are going to make our 
educational system stronger. 

Relationships bring joy to 
teaching and learning. Let’s be more 
observant to all people around us. 
Being seen and heard brings value 
and trust to relationships. Let’s use 
my dad’s lessons to create curiosity 
to experience the excitement that 
new ideas bring. Curiosity about 
both the world around us and about 
each other. Let’s learn from the 
aphids and ants to use vulnerability 
as an opportunity for trust while 
teachers, students and parents 
support each other. 

Andrew Carnegie stated that 
“teamwork is the fuel that allows 
common people to achieve 
uncommon results.” If we cannot 
build relationships, meaningful 
educational opportunities will be 
lost. We all must model the ability to 
build relationships with people from 
all cultures, abilities, socioeconomic 
backgrounds, and political parties. 
This may not be a walk in the park, 
but it can be like a walk in the 
woods. □

LORI DANZ
Biology Teacher, 

 School Forest Coordinator
Superior High School,  

School District of Superior

We must all show vulnerability and trust in each other  
as we move forward if we are going to make our  

educational system stronger. — Lori Danz

January-February 2023   |   25



T he thoughts of a school library 
media specialist about playing 
a role in democracy — by 

supporting a class of citizens and 
students with different backgrounds 
who are capable of self-government 
and coexistence with people different 
than themselves — gets to the heart 
of the role we play in the school 
learning community. 

School libraries support democ-
racy by providing access to informa-
tion so students can be informed 
members of society who will develop 
the critical thinking skills funda-
mental to making the decisions neces-
sary to govern themselves. School 
libraries provide this foundation of 
information by the nature of what 
they are tasked with in providing for 
all learners. The school library pro-
vides materials for all students. Wis-
consin Statute 121.02(1)(h) directs 
school libraries to “provide adequate 
instructional materials, texts and 
library services which reflect the 
cultural diversity and pluralistic 
nature of American society.” Consid-
ering this charge, school libraries 
provide books and materials that 
fully support a democratic society. 

The American Library Associa-
tion states libraries need only look to 
our founder, Benjamin Franklin, 
who founded the Library Company, 
which collected resources from citi-
zens with a sharing interest to 
“loan” materials for a small sub-

scription fee. This small company 
became the foundation of the 
Library of Congress, due to its vast 
array of materials. The link began 
with this small, early example of 
“crowdsourcing information” to 
sharing of information, learning and 
critical thinking as the foundational 
thought or mission of a library that 
supports a democratic society. 

Simply supporting a democratic 
society, however, is not enough. The 
old saying, “You can lead a horse to 
water, but you cannot make it drink,” 
is so true in the library. This is where 
the professionally certified library 
media specialist collaborates and 
works with teachers and students to 
lead critical thinking through pro-
cesses such as lateral reading when 
seeking information from the 
internet. Helping students critically 
evaluate the plethora of information 
one gets when searching exposes fake 
news and information, allowing 
students to select what they are using 
as an informed citizen while sup-
porting the democratic ideals of our 
society. The internet is quick to 
provide ideas, facts, data, informa-
tion, rumors, disinformation, and 
fake news; however, we cannot just 
look and “see” the difference between 
what is real and what is fake. 

When we seek information on the 
internet, we have to read it and think 
with our brain and not follow our 
gut reaction; furthermore, we have to 
teach our students to do the same by 
critically reading and evaluating what 
they find. Critical thinking is essential 
for democracy. Honoring an individ-
ual’s right to intellectual freedom, 
Wisconsin’s own Children’s Coopera-
tive Book Center provides this from 
their infographic titled “Intellectual 
Freedom 101:” 

▪ Intellectual Freedom provides the 
RIGHT to access information.

▪ Intellectual Freedom provides 
the RESPONSIBILITY to choose 
library materials using profes-
sional judgment. 

▪ Intellectual Freedom provides 
the REWARD of engaged 
readers with opportunities to 
develop critical thinking skills.

Library media specialists and class-
room teachers have the responsibility 
to teach skills. The reward is experi-
enced by students who can distin-
guish news reporting from editorials, 
opinions and propaganda, building 
students as critical viewers of infor-
mation who use resources ethically.

A successful democracy is based on 
its participants being critical thinkers. 
Educators who collaborate with 
library media specialists promote 
inquiry, teach critical thinking, culti-
vate news literacy, protect privacy, 
and embrace best practices. Library 
media specialists teach students to 
internalize the inquiry process where 
they’re questioning everything and 
being critical and rational about the 
information they are accepting. 

Library media specialists have the 
responsibility, capacity and training 
to teach critical thinking that 
enhances our democratic society. 
School leaders need to understand 
the critical role librarians have in 
ensuring future students and their 
ability to participate in the demo-
cratic process. Library media special-
ists support teaching, learning and 
the open exchange of ideas. School 
library media specialists aid in devel-
oping critical thinkers of different 
backgrounds who coexist with 
people different from themselves. 

This clearly illustrates how school 
libraries play an important role in 
providing information for the cul-
tural diversity and pluralistic nature 
of American society, illustrating the 
word democracy. □

Educators who  

collaborate with library  

media specialists  

promote inquiry, teach  

critical thinking, cultivate news 

literacy, protect privacy,  

and embrace best practices.   
— Peg Billing

PEG BILLING
Library Media Specialist
Lakeland Union High School,  

Lakeland Union High School District
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 I view teaching as more than a path 
to public service; I believe it is a 
foundational role to the preserva-
tion and improvement of our 

democracy. Every day when I go to 
work, I look at my students and see 
the potential, curiosity, kindness and 
unlimited capabilities they possess. I 
facilitate learning opportunities that 
will help my students to see and 
understand the world, but also to 
examine how they are part of it. I 
have the objective to craft my lessons 
so they develop the academic skills 
they need and also so they can learn to 
appreciate and respect each other and 
experience the challenges and benefits 
of collaboration. I know these skills 
will help them in a job someday, but 
more importantly, it will help them to 
function as future members of society 
and our future leaders. 

Teaching social studies is the way 
to help my students grow the strong 
civic skills they will need as adults. I 
facilitate opportunities for my sev-
enth-grade world geography stu-
dents to develop and practice using 
inquiry skills. They construct their 
own research questions, choose 
topics to investigate, and work 
together to investigate global and 

local issues. Through discussions 
and project-based learning, they con-
struct their own understandings and 
views. I serve as facilitator and 
coach. I support them in the naviga-
tion of text, and it is incredible to 
witness the deep learning that takes 
place through their inquiry process. 
For me, the most important part of 
their learning is when they commu-
nicate their own ideas and solutions 
to each other and to an audience 
outside the walls of our classroom. 
There is nothing more gratifying 
than watching my students feel pride 
when they publish their video for 
adult professionals or display their 
work at the public library for the 
community to see, or when they 
present their ideas to our school or 
village board. These opportunities 
for civic engagement make them feel 
like their voice is valued; they feel 
like they matter. 

Ensuring that my students engage 
in civil discourse through various 
forms of discussion is another way 
to scaffold the development of real-
world civic skills. When my students 
learn about multiple perspectives on 
an issue, it helps them to construct 
their own views. When they learn 
about contemporary issues, they feel 
connected to their community. 
When they engage in class discus-
sions, they share perspectives, ask 
questions and agree and disagree in 
ways that allow them to experience 
productive reflection. This process 
allows them to see the humanity and 
value in others and to reach a middle 
ground. It also allows them to 
heartily and passionately disagree, 
but then they can go to lunch and 
recess together afterward and still be 
friends. In class, we call it being 
“critical friends, not aggressive 
enemies.” We strive to attack ideas, 
not people, so we can maintain 
dignity and respect in our space. 

Besides ensuring my students 

develop strong individual analytical 
and academic skills, I also construct 
opportunities to promote problem 
solving and to develop the capacity 
to work as a team. Students work 
together to strategize, identify their 
own strengths and those of their 
classmates. They build connections 
with others they did not know well 
before. They show appreciation for 
each other and challenge themselves 
to contribute to a shared goal. They 
communicate with peers who may 
speak a different language as their 
first language, or who bring unique 
perspectives due to their own 
ethnic, racial, ability, family, finan-
cial or religious backgrounds. This 
type of learning is vital to kids if 
they are ever going to develop the 
capacity to respect the strengths of 
others and work together to accom-
plish shared goals.

Our classrooms are places where 
kids are able to practice positive risk 
taking, engage in civil discourse and 
navigate challenges, disagreements, 
and setbacks. Our schools help kids 
develop a shared appreciation and 
respect for one other, even when 
they have differing backgrounds, 
views and ideas. Our schools are 
places for students to practice and 
grow their skills, but also their out-
looks as our future civic leaders. ◾

Ensuring that my students 

engage in civil discourse 

through various forms of  

discussion is another way to 

scaffold the development of 

real-world civic skills.   
— Sarah Kopplin

SARAH KOPPLIN
Geography Teacher

Shorewood Intermediate School,  
Shorewood School District
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2023 WASB DAY AT THE CAPITOL

Wednesday, March 22, 2023 
M O N O N A  T E R R A C E   |   S T A T E  C A P I T O L ,  M A D I S O N

Join school board members and administrators  

from around the state on March 22, 2023,  

to advocate for your schools!

In the morning, get the latest information and updates 

on the 2023-25 state budget and other legislation.  

Hear directly from state budget experts and legislative 

leaders. Get helpful talking points from WASB staff to 

use in your Capitol meetings. 

Then, meet with your legislators in their Capitol offices. 

The WASB will schedule meetings for you in the after-

noon. Come prepared with your district’s top issues/

needs and local examples to reinforce your points. 

With the importance of this state budget to schools 

facing high inflation and limited state funding increases, 

school leaders need to make their voices heard. We look 

forward to seeing you in Madison this March. Watch 

WASB.org for more information and to register.

A S S O C I A T I O N  N E W S

The first part of the event is a 
group gathering, here shown at 

the Monona Terrace, to learn 
about that year's budget.

Green Bay-area school board members and others gather at a 
Capitol office for Day at the Capitol. The second part of the event 

features discussions with board members' local lawmaker(s).
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WSAA/WASB 

SCHOOL LAW  
CONFERENCE 

FEB. 23, 2023 | WISCONSIN DELLS

Take advantage of this one-day conference to  

learn from Wisconsin school law experts on an  

array of timely and relevant topics. The sessions  

will cover the following topics:

▪ Strategies for Dealing with Wicked Problems

▪ Public Records and the Social Media World

▪ Buy, Sell, Build: Referendums and Real Estate Transactions

▪ Non-renewal of Teacher Contracts

▪ Rules of Order for School Board Meetings: Productive  
Parliamentary Procedure

▪ An Overview of the Open Meetings Law

▪ Pardon My Speech: Whose Right Is It Anyways?

▪ Preparing for Your Annual Meeting

▪ Administrative Leave for Employees — What are the  
Ramifications and Considerations?

WASB Connection Podcast
Like the rest of the nation, Wisconsin is experiencing  

a critical shortage of officials for youth sports.  
We talk to two women who are at the center of the  
state’s effort to recruit and retain these officials.

We discuss what’s behind this phenomenon and how  
an effort to train young officials in the classroom is one  

element of the WIAA’s plan to meet the challenge.

“Over these past two years we’ve seen Friday night  
football become Thursday football and Saturday 
football. We are taxing our most experienced officials  
by asking them to work games on different nights and  

many of them have tripled the number of games  
they’re actually officiating.”

— Kate Peterson Abiad, Assistant Director of the  

Wisconsin Interscholastic Athletic Association

Find the episode at WASB.org,  
or wherever you listen to podcasts.

The chart shows how allowable per pupil 
spendable resources — measured by annual 
per-pupil revenue limit adjustments and 
increases in per pupil categorical aid — have 
consistently lagged annual inflationary adjust-
ments (which were allowed from 1995-96 
through 2008-09).   

In sum, the green bars show the per-pupil infla-
tion adjustment that would have been provided 
each year if inflationary adjustments had been 
continued. The blue bars show the per pupil 
adjustment (if any) that was actually provided. 
The red bars are perhaps the most striking. They 
show the cumulative per pupil impact of the 
failure to adjust school resources for inflation.

The chart illustrates that if Wisconsin had simply 
maintained the previously allowed inflationary 
adjustment, our public school districts would 
have received $3,160 more per pupil in the 
current (2022-23) school year (and that’s not 
factoring in the current high rate of inflation). ▪
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S
chool district employees are 
eligible for various forms of 
leaves of absence — some paid, 
some unpaid. Certain leaves are 

required by law such as the unpaid 
leaves provided by the federal Family 
and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) and 
the Wisconsin Family and Medical 
Leave Act (WFMLA). Other forms of 
leave, such as Paid Time Off (PTO), 
vacation, and sick leave, are generally 
paid and provided at the discretion of 
the school board pursuant to policies, 
handbooks, and individual contracts. 
While school boards can make 
certain policy choices in the adminis-
tration of FMLA/WFMLA (such as 
which FMLA 12-month period for 
leave to adopt, discussed further 
below), in most cases, administration 
of these required leaves is a matter of 
legal compliance. By contrast, boards 
have more flexibility to establish and 
modify the parameters and quantity 
of discretionary leave benefits. 

Board members should under-
stand the basics of these types of 
leaves and how they interact. Addi-
tionally, board members should 
understand why some employees can 
be approved for leaves without 
board involvement, whereas in other 
cases, the board is asked to approve 
leaves of absence. This Legal 
Comment will address frequently 
asked questions regarding leaves of 
absence, with a particular emphasis 
on FMLA/WFMLA.

1. What role do board members play 
in FMLA/WFMLA leaves?

In general, board members will not 
have any role to play in the adminis-

tration of FMLA/WFMLA. These 
are complicated laws, especially 
because when the two laws are 
inconsistent, an employer must 
follow the law that is more favorable 
to employees. These laws require an 
experienced HR professional to 
administer, and it is common for 
even experienced HR professionals 
to consult with legal counsel on 
issues involving these leaves. 

Many school boards have FMLA/
WFMLA policies or handbook pro-
visions. Some boards provide only 
the required statutory notices for 
FMLA/WFMLA in their handbooks. 
Others adopt policies that reconcile 
FMLA/WFMLA into a single policy. 
Sometimes these policies also incor-
porate state law provisions on leave 
for organ donation. The policies can 
be quite long as a result. 

There are places within these 
complex policies for the board to 
weigh in from a policy perspective. 
WFMLA uses the calendar year 
(January 1 to December 31) as its 
12-month period for leave. By con-
trast, a board can select from four 
different 12-month periods to serve 
as the FMLA period for leave. The 
selection of a 12-month period is 
important because employees only 
get a limited amount of leave within 
the 12-month period provided under 
each law. Many times FMLA/
WFMLA leaves can run concurrently, 
which allows the employer to count a 
single leave against an employee’s 
allotment of leave under both laws. 
However, depending on the 
12-month period chosen and the 
timing of the employee’s qualifying 
event, employees might get additional 

leave when a new 12-month period 
begins under either or both laws. 
Each option for choosing a 12-month 
period has its pros and cons, and 
board members should carefully 
review the recommendations of the 
administration, including the district’s 
HR professionals, when selecting or 
changing the district’s FMLA 
12-month period. There is a legal 
process that must be followed if a dis-
trict decides to change its FMLA 
12-month period. 

2. When can employees take a 
FMLA/WFMLA leave, and how 
much leave can they take?

Employees are only eligible for 
FMLA leave if they have worked 12 
months for their current employer 
and worked 1,250 hours in the 12 
months preceding the leave as estab-
lished by applicable law (which 
generally does not include paid leave 
as time worked). To be eligible for 
leave under WFMLA, employees 
must have worked for 52 weeks for 
their current employer and have 
been paid for 1,000 hours of work, 
generally including paid leave, 
during the 52 weeks preceding the 
leave. Finally, for FMLA leave, 
employees must be employed at a 
worksite where the employer has 50 
or more employees within 75 miles.

Under FMLA, employees get one 
bucket of 12 weeks of leave per 
FMLA 12-month period that they 
can use for their own serious health 
condition; to care for a spouse, 
parent, or child (including an adult 
child who is incapable of self-care 
because of a mental or physical 
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disability) who has a serious health 
condition; or for the birth or adop-
tion of a child. Additionally, while 
less common, employees can take 
military caregiver and qualifying 
exigency leave for up to 26 weeks.

Under WFMLA, employees get 
two weeks of leave per WFMLA 
12-month period for their own 
serious health condition. They get a 
separate bucket of two weeks of 
leave per WFMLA 12-month period 
to care for a parent, child, or spouse 
who has a serious health condition. 
They also get a separate bucket of 
six weeks of leave per WFMLA 
12-month period for the birth or 
adoption of a child. 

If an employee is eligible for the 
leave and has a qualifying event, 
they are entitled to the leave by law. 
The board does not have to approve 
the leave. To require board approval 
prior to granting FMLA/WFMLA 
leaves could constitute interference 
with an employee’s FMLA/WFMLA 
rights, which could lead to a lawsuit. 
Additionally, because of the personal 
nature of the qualifying events, in 
most cases board members do not 
need to be apprised of the specific 
reason for an employee taking 
FMLA/WFMLA leaves. 

3. Do employees have to take their 
FMLA/WFMLA leaves all at once?

No. Employees do not need to use the 
full amount of leave for a given quali-
fying event. Those employees will 
have the remainder of their leaves 
available for the remainder of the 
12-month period should they experi-
ence another qualifying event. It is 

important to track the reasons an 
employee is taking FMLA/WFMLA 
leaves so that employers always know 
how much of each type of leave might 
still be available to an employee.

Additionally, employees do not 
have to take FMLA/WFMLA leaves 
in one consecutive block of time. 
Instead, they can take leave intermit-
tently. For example, an employee 
might need a few hours off each 
week to attend medical appoint-
ments. Or, an employee might need 
to take a half day of leave each day 
for a period of time. Under FMLA, 
intermittent leave for birth or adop-
tion is only available if permitted by 
the employer, but under WFMLA, 
intermittent leave for birth or adop-
tion is available at the employee’s 
request.

4. Are FMLA/WFMLA leaves paid?
FMLA/WFMLA leaves are unpaid. 
However, employees have the option 
of substituting certain types of paid 
accrued leave while they are on 
FMLA/WFMLA leaves. For 
example, if the board provides 
teachers with 10 sick days per year, 
cumulative to 60 days total, a 
teacher could choose to substitute all 
60 sick days to ensure that they 
continue to receive pay while on a 
full 12-week FMLA leave. During 
WFMLA leave, the choice to substi-
tute paid leave is solely at the discre-
tion of the teacher. However, for any 
portion of the leave that is covered 
by FMLA but not WFMLA, the 
board could adopt a policy that 
requires employees to spend down 
their accrued leave while on FMLA. 

Boards may require substitution so 
that employees don’t take long 
FMLA leaves, come back to work, 
and still have large amounts of 
accrued discretionary leave to use in 
the future. 

Boards should consider the FMLA 
implications of providing PTO, vaca-
tion, and sick leave to employees, 
particularly when employees are 
allowed to carryover and accrue these 
leaves. Employees who have paid 
leave to substitute during FMLA/
WFMLA leaves are more likely to 
take longer leaves of absence, but 
employees also value having sufficient 
paid leave to substitute in the event of 
a serious health condition or birth/
adoption of a child.

Additionally, employees are enti-
tled to stay on the school district’s 
health insurance benefits while on an 
FMLA/WFMLA leave with the same 
cost sharing for premiums as exists for 
employees who are not on an FMLA/
WFMLA leave. These costs can be 
deducted from an employee’s pay-
check(s) if an employee is substituting 
paid leave for an FMLA/WFMLA 
leave, but, if not, employers have to 
establish a process to collect those 
premiums during the time an 
employee is not receiving a paycheck. 
Failure to pay these health insurance 
premiums might allow an employer to 
terminate an employee’s health insur-
ance, but such a decision should be 
done only after consultation with legal 
counsel because of the legal issues 
raised in cutting off an employee’s 
health insurance, especially in circum-
stances when an employee is 
extremely likely to need those benefits.

If an employee is eligible for the [FMLA/WFMLA] leave and has  

a qualifying event, they are entitled to the leave by law.
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5. What happens when an employee 
runs out of FMLA/WFMLA leaves?

An employee has to return to work 
or use other available leave once 
FMLA/WFMLA leaves are 
exhausted. The district’s regular 
attendance policy applies at that 
point. However, if an employee is 
absent for their own serious health 
condition, it is possible that the 
employee’s serious health condition 
also qualifies as a disability that 
would allow the employee to request 
a leave of absence in excess of 
FMLA/WFMLA leaves as a reason-
able accommodation for their dis-
ability under state and federal 
disability discrimination laws. There 
is no clear line for how much leave is 
“reasonable,” but courts have held 
that a request for indefinite leave is 
unreasonable. 

Some school boards have policies 
or handbook provisions that provide 
for medical leaves that are not based 
upon FMLA/WFMLA. These poli-
cies are helpful for employees who 
are not eligible for FMLA/WFMLA 
leaves (such as employees who have 
worked less than 12 months for the 
employer). In addition, these policies 
can facilitate compliance with state 
and federal disability laws. Some of 
these policies allow district adminis-
tration to approve leaves up to a 
certain duration at which point the 
employee has to get approval from 
the board for additional leave. 
Boards should not deny a leave for 
an employee who requests leave as a 
reasonable accommodation for a dis-
ability without consultation with 
legal counsel.

Unlike FMLA/WFMLA, districts 
are not required by law to keep 
employees on district-provided health 
insurance benefits while they are on 
district-provided medical leave. Dis-
tricts also do not have to pay any 
amount of premiums for such bene-
fits. Districts should discuss with their 
insurance carriers and insurance 
administrators before deciding 
whether or not an employee can stay 
on district health insurance during 
these leaves. If an employee cannot 
stay on district health insurance 
during these leaves, employees are 
generally entitled to health insurance 
continuation under state and federal 
law (sometimes called COBRA).

6. What happens when an employee 
returns to work after FMLA/
WFMLA leaves?

Districts are allowed to require 
employees returning from FMLA/
WFMLA leaves for their own serious 
health conditions to submit medical 
paperwork demonstrating that they 
are fit to return for duty, provided this 
is a consistent practice for all 
employees returning from such leaves. 
This is another area where a clear 
policy can help ensure compliance.

Once an employee returns from 
leave, the employee is protected 
from retaliation for having taken a 
legally protected FMLA/WFMLA 
leave. This can be challenging when 
an employee’s return is right before 
the deadlines for renewal of employ-
ment contracts or the end of the 
school year. Districts attempting to 
non-renew or terminate an employee 
while they are on an FMLA/

WFMLA leave or after returning 
from such a leave should consult 
with legal counsel prior to taking 
action. A careful review of the cir-
cumstances, including a review of 
documentation of performance 
concerns preceding the protected 
leave will be important in deciding 
on the proper course of action.

 |Conclusion
FMLA/WFMLA leaves are compli-
cated to administer. Districts are 
obligated by law to provide this 
leave to eligible employees, even if it 
causes a burden on the district. 
While there is a limited policy role 
for board members to play with 
respect to FMLA/WFMLA leaves, 
the most important thing for board 
members to understand is that laws 
require the district to grant these 
leaves to qualifying employees, and 
board members should not interfere 
or retaliate with an employee’s use 
of these leaves. The details of why 
an employee is on a protected leave 
are not something board members 
are entitled to know, particularly 
given the legal confidentiality 
afforded to employee medical infor-
mation and certain medical records 
of family members. If an employee 
wishes to give the details of their 
leave to the school community, that 
is the employee’s choice, but it 
should not be at the request or direc-
tion of the board. ◾

This Legal Comment was written by Michael 
J. Julka and Brian P. Goodman of Boardman 
Clark, WASB Legal Counsel. For a related 
articles, see Wisconsin School News: 
“Employee Eligibility for Family and Medical 
Leave” (Apr. 2013).

Legal Comment is designed to provide authoritative general information, with commentary, as a service to WASB members.  
It should not be relied upon as legal advice. If required, legal advice regarding this topic should be obtained from district legal counsel.

Once an employee returns from leave, the employee is protected from 

retaliation for having taken a legally protected FMLA/WFMLA leave.
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Educational Services and Products
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HIGHLIGHTED BUSINESSES are members of the WASB Endorsed Insurance Agency Program. 
Learn more at wasb.org/wasb-insurance-plan.

 | Architecture, Engineering 
and Construction

▶ Bray Architects
414-226-0200
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
jandres@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
ccoggins@vjscs.com, vjscs.com
A top-10 construction company  
in southeastern Wisconsin with  
65 years of experience.

 | Computer Hardware,  
Software, Consulting

▶ Skyward, Inc.
715-341-9406
hollyl@skyward.com, skyward.com
Skyward is an administrative software 
company serving over 2,000 K-12 school 
districts around the world. Our goal? To 
foster a more productive, collaborative, 
and successful environment.

 | 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  
management 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 Solutions, Inc
920-455-7263
bec.kurzynske@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 districts’ risk 
and claims management needs in mind.

▶ TRICOR, Inc.
855-904-1618
jgibson@tricorinsurance.com
tricorinsurance.com
We now insure over 150 public schools. 
Our School Practice Team is made up  
of a diverse group of experienced 
individuals who are extensively trained 
and specialized in school insurance 
products, risk management, support 
services, loss control, human resources 
and claims advocacy.

▶ UnitedHealthcare
414-443-4735
jessica_a_daun@uhc.com
uhc.com

UnitedHealthcare is dedicated to helping 
people live healthier lives and making 
the health system work better for 
everyone. We are committed to 
improving the healthcare experience of 
K-12 teachers, staff, retirees and their 
families in the state of Wisconsin.

▶ USI Insurance Services
262-302-2343
raeanne.beaudry@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
jaziere@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.

▶ Renning, Lewis & Lacy, s.c.
844-626-0901 
info@law-rll.com
law-rll.com
Renning, Lewis & Lacy, S.C. provides 
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.
414-276-1122
james.macy@vonbriesen.com
vonbriesen.com
For more than fifty years, von Briesen 
has delivered client-driven results to 
school districts throughout Wisconsin. 
Our team’s depth and breadth of 
experience allows us to understand  
the unique challenges facing school 
districts today and help our clients 
become true leaders and innovators.

▶ 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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