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T hree Cedarburg elementary schools 
combined to donate more than 7,000 
pounds of food, toiletries and 

cleaning supplies to the Ozaukee Food 
Alliance, according to TMJ4 News.

Thorson, Westlawn and Parkview 
elementary schools shattered their record 
by donating 7,225 pounds in the seventh 
annual Stuff the Bus Campaign food drive, 
which traditionally brings in just under 
5,000 pounds of donations according  
to TMJ4. 

The Stuff the Bus Campaign started 
as just a classroom food drive by two 
school district parents, Kathleen Shane 
and Katie Draeger. They started by 
stuffing a bus with food. As more schools 
got involved, they outgrew the bus and 
needed to rent a semi-truck.

“It isn’t just collecting a few grocery 
bags that can fit in a car. We’re collecting 
enough food to feed a lot of people,” 
Benjamin Brown, a fifth grader at 
Parkview Elementary, told TMJ4. ◽

Incumbent State Superintendent of Public Instruction Dr. Jill Underly was re-elected 
on April 1, defeating a challenge from candidate Brittany Kinser in the statewide 
spring elections. Dr. Underly will return to the role for another four-year term that 

ends in 2029. 
Locally, 81 school districts went to referendum with 89 total questions. Of those, 

52 passed while 37 failed, translating to an overall passage rate of 58.4%. This 
represents a significant decline from the November elections that saw a passage rate 
above 77%. Similar to November, capital referenda continue to pass at a higher rate 
than operational referenda, with passage rates of 64.5% and 55.2%, respectively.
See below for more specific information on referenda results statewide.

58.4% of Referendums Pass

Cedarburg Elementary Schools Donate  
7,000 Pounds of Food, Cleaning Supplies

Wisconsin  
Graduation Rates, 
Absenteeism Improve 
Wisconsin high school graduation 
rates are the highest since the 
state started its current tracking 
system in 2010, according to  
data released Thursday by the 
Department of Public Instruction. 

For the 2023-24 school year, 
91.1% of students graduated on 
time. That’s up from 90.1% in 
2022-23. 

Still, the four-year graduation 
rate varies depending on race 
and location. 

While 95% of white students 
are graduating in four years, the 
number drops to 85% for 
Hispanic students and 72% for 
Black students. 

“Although we should celebrate 
our successes, we should all 
continue to be concerned about 
— and work to reduce — the 
disparities in graduation rates 
between different groups of 
students,” State Superintendent 
Jill Underly said in a statement. 
“The reality is that students of 
color and other marginalized 
students are not doing as well, 
although those cohorts are also 
seeing some improvement.” 

The data is part of the 
Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction’s annual certified 
data release. The release also 
includes enrollment figures for 
2024-25, along with 2023-24 
attendance rates.

DPI data also showed chronic 
absenteeism rates fell to 17.7% 
for the 2023-24 school year, 
while attendance rates climbed 
to 92.4%, marking the lowest and 
highest levels, respectively, since 
the 2020-21 school year. ◽

For more on absenteeism,  
turn to page 4 and read features  
on attendance in Wisconsin’s  
public schools.

T he Marquette Law School’s March poll found that 58% of the public was satisfied 
with public schools, while 41% responded that they were dissatisfied. However, the 
poll also showed 58% of respondents favoring holding down property taxes, versus 

41% for increasing funds for public schools. Further still, 76% support a major increase 
in special education funding, with a majority of all partisan groups supporting this idea.

Other public education-related questions asked in the Marquette Law School Poll 
found that 54% want Act 10 struck down; 57% favor allowing all students to use vouchers 
to attend private or religious schools; 67% would prefer to increase funding for public 
schools rather than increasing spending in the state budget to allow more students to 
attend private ones. Additionally, 50% of respondents favor ending all diversity, equity and 
inclusion programs in Wisconsin universities, public schools and state government. ◽

More information on these statistics and how the poll was conducted can be found  
on the MU poll website.

58% of Public Satisfied with Public Schools
R E C E N T  P O L L

▪  Capital Referenda (Issue Debt) = 20 passed, 11 failed (64.5%)

▪  Non-recurring Referenda = 31 passed, 22 failed (58.5%)

▪  Recurring Referenda = 1 passed, 4 failed (20%)

▪  Overall = 52 passed, 37 failed (58.4% passage rate)

Visit WASB.org/legislative-update for more information on referenda results, and to stay up to 
date with the WASB’s government relations team.

E L E C T I O N  R E S U L T S
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Welcome Aboard: WASB Resources for You

T
here is an old saying that you 
never get a second chance to 
make a first impression. 

With that in mind, this 
month’s column speaks, in large 
part, to our newest members.

To newly elected school board 
members who may be reading the 
Wisconsin School News for the first 
time, I want to congratulate and 
welcome you to the WASB.  I hope 
you find school board service 
rewarding and fulfilling.

Whether you are a new or experi-
enced board member, the WASB is 
here to help you throughout your 
school board journey. 

In April, the WASB held compli-
mentary New School Board Member 
Gatherings throughout the state, 
designed to help new board 
members hit the ground running  
as they begin board service.  

At the gatherings I attended,  
new board members expressed  
their enthusiasm about serving their 
communities and their children. It’s 
wonderful to see them furthering 
their professional development, and 
I love seeing veteran board members 
and administrators joining them. 

If you couldn’t attend a New 
School Board Member Gathering, 
the online version was recorded and 
archived on WASB.org’s Compli-
mentary Events Video Library, so 
you can watch it when you have 
spare time. 

The WASB is currently rolling out 
a seven-part series of complimentary 
webinars on the roles and duties of 
school board officers, primarily 
focusing on running effective school 
board meetings. This series is a free 
benefit to WASB member boards. 
Registration is not required. All 

webinars in the series begin at noon 
and last up to one hour. Check your 
email for Zoom link details, or 
watch the recording on our website 
or the WASB YouTube page.

All WASB members can receive 
recognition points for attending 
learning opportunities sponsored by 
the WASB. For example, members 
can earn two Member Recogni-
tion points for viewing each webinar 
and five points for attending a New 
School Board Member Gathering 
— whether in-person or online. 
Those who attend online events that 
don’t require registration can self- 
report their points by visiting the 
portal located in the top-right  
corner of the WASB website.

Members who accumulate certain 
numbers of these points receive 
awards of differing levels. These 
awards are presented at Fall Regional 
Meetings, which is also when regional 
directors are elected from among the 
WASB membership to serve on the 
WASB Board of Directors.  

To learn more about this and 
other aspects of the WASB, I hope 
you will tune into the WASB 101: 
Ask the WASB webinar we’re 
hosting on Tuesday, May 20. We’ll 
be hosting two live sessions, one 
from 12-1 p.m. and one from 7-8 
p.m. Members can choose the time 
that best fits their schedule — or feel 
free to join both.

WASB members should also take 
advantage of the free monthly Legal 
& Legislative Update webinars that 
take place at noon on the third 
Wednesday of each month, and the 
free Capitol Chat webinars held 
nearly every Friday until the state 
budget is signed.

Mark your calendars for the 

WASB Summer Learning Symposium 
in Stevens Point on July 11-12, at the 
Holiday Inn and Conference Center. 

Professor Charles Franklin, 
nationally recognized government 
scholar, pollster and director of the 
Marquette Law School Poll, will be 
our Friday dinner speaker. Phil 
Gore, a highly regarded governance 
expert and chief learning officer at 
the Idaho School Boards Associa-
tion, will be our Friday morning 
keynote speaker. Watch for more 
information as we finalize the lineup 
of Summer Learning Symposium 
breakout sessions.

Each year, we ask our members 
and their business partners to submit 
proposals for Wisconsin State  
Education Convention breakout 
sessions. We are now accepting 
proposals for January 2026! Visit 
WASB.org/convention by June 20  
to share the ideas your peers across 
the state need to hear.

This month’s School News 
focuses on an issue that’s relevant  
to many Wisconsin districts: school 
attendance. Keep reading for a look 
at how several districts have had 
notable success tackling student 
absenteeism.

Before I close this column, I want 
to express my sincere appreciation 
to three members of the WASB 
Board of Directors whose terms 
ended on April 28. Brett Hyde of 
Muskego-Norway and Mike Humke 
of Dodgeville were exemplary 
regional directors who each served 
as WASB president. Xela Garcia 
represented Milwaukee Public 
Schools during a challenging period. 
Their contributions to public educa-
tion and the WASB will be missed. ◾

Connect with the WASB!            @wasbwi       Facebook  facebook.com/WISchoolBoards
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C
hronic absenteeism rates in 
Wisconsin have remained at 
historically high levels in 
post-pandemic years for chil-

dren of every race, grade level and 
socioeconomic status, posing a sig-
nificant challenge for K-12 schools. 

The Wisconsin Department of 
Public Instruction defines chronic 
absenteeism as missing at least 10% 
of possible attendance days, 
including excused absences. In most 
school districts, this amounts to a 
student missing 18 or more days of 
school in a year. Research has tied 
chronic absenteeism to lower student 

achievement, decreased student 
mental health, higher dropout rates 
and more challenges in adulthood.

An October 2024 report published 
by the Wisconsin Policy Forum, enti-
tled “Chronic Absenteeism Persists in 
All Corners of Wisconsin,” provides 
in-depth data on Wisconsin’s chronic 
absenteeism rates. Absenteeism rates 
remained below 13% from the years 
2006 through 2020. This rate 
increased to 16.1% in 2021, which 
was especially alarming since 
reporting variability during the pan-
demic might have led to an under-
count. After soaring to 22.7% 

statewide in 
2022, the absen-
teeism rate fell to 
19.5% in 2023 
and 17.7% in 
2024, still more 
than four per-
centage points 
higher than the 
2019 rate. 

District leaders believe possible 
causes could include lasting impacts  
of the pandemic, deeper or more 
pervasive levels of poverty, increasing 
housing instability, rising costs asso-
ciated with childcare, or issues with 

By Ava Brown

Legislative responses and strategies to 
improve statewide attendance

Ava Brown

CHRONIC

in Wisconsin
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transportation. Addition-
ally, district leaders 
believe the widespread 
shutdown of in-person 
schooling during the 
height of COVID-19 may 
have undermined the broad societal 
understanding that children should 
be in school.

■	 Wisconsin’s Compulsory 
Attendance Law

Wisconsin’s Compulsory Attendance 
Law, Wisconsin Statute § 118.15(1)
(a), states that any person having 
under control a child who is between 
the ages of 6 and 18 years shall 
cause the child to attend school 
regularly during the full period and 
hours, religious holidays excepted, 
that the public, private or tribal 
school in which the child should be 
enrolled is in session until the end of 
the school term, quarter or semester 
of the school year in which the child 
becomes 18 years of age or has 
graduated from high school. 

A student attending public school 
may be excused by the school board 
under the following circumstances. 
Local policy should be consulted to 
determine how these provisions are 
implemented in the school district. 
Under Wisconsin Statute § 118.15, 

exceptions to compulsory school 
attendance include:

Health-related absences: Under 
Wis. Stat. § 118.15(3)(a), a child 
may be excused by the school 
board if temporarily unable to 
attend school due to physical or 
mental conditions, with written 
confirmation from a licensed 
healthcare professional. The excuse 
can be valid for up to 30 days.

School board-approved absences: 
Under Wis. Stat. 118.15(3)(b), a 
child may be excused by the  
school board in accordance with  
its attendance policy (see Wis. Stat.  
§ 118.16(4)), with written 
approval of the child’s parent or 
guardian. This excuse is valid for 
the duration specified, not 
extending beyond the current 
school year. Truancy, discipline or 
academic issues cannot justify an 
excuse under this provision.

Parent- or guardian-approved 
absences: Under Wis. Stat.  
§ 118.15(3)(c), a child may be 
excused in writing by a parent or 
guardian before the absence, but for 
no more than 10 days in a school 

year. The school board shall 
require a child excused by a 
parent or guardian to  
complete any course work 
missed during the absence.

Home-based private 
education: Instruction in a home-
based educational program 
meeting all legal criteria may 
replace attendance at a public or 
private school under Wis. Stat. § 
118.165(1).

Technical college attendance for 
at-risk students: Under Wis. Stat.   
§ 118.15(1)(b), a 16-year-old or 
older child at risk of not gradu-
ating (as defined in s. 118.153 (1)
(a)) may attend a technical college 
part-time or instead of high school 
with school board approval and 
written consent from their parent 
or guardian.

Excused attendance for program or 
curriculum modification: Under Wis. 
Stat. § 118.15(1)(c), a 16-year-old 
or older child may be excused from 
regular school attendance with 
written approval from their parent 
or guardian if they agree to 
participate in a program or 
curriculum modification leading to 
the child’s high school graduation 
or leading to a high school 
equivalency diploma. Before 
admission, the child, parent or 
guardian, school board and 
program representative must  
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sign a written agreement. For more 
information regarding curriculum 
or program modifications, see Wis. 
Stat. § 118.15(1)(d).

High school equivalency programs in 
juvenile facilities: Under Wis. Stat. 
§ 118.15(1)(cm), a 17-year-old or 
older child must be excused from 
regular school attendance if, with 
parent or guardian approval, they 
began a high school equivalency 
program in a juvenile correctional 
facility, secured residential care 
center, juvenile detention facility or 
county jail and agree to continue 
the program. 

Released time for religious 
instruction: Under Wis. Stat. § 
118.155, a school board must allow 
pupils, with written parental 
permission, to be absent for 
religious instruction outside school 
for 60 to 180 minutes per week. 
The supervisor of the instruction 
must report monthly to the school 
principal on attendance. The school 
board may deny released time if the 
pupil does not attend the instruction 
as requested. The school board will 

determine the time allotted for the 
pupil’s absence.

■	 Legislation in other states
All 50 U.S. states have passed com-
pulsory attendance laws to mandate 
school attendance by children of a 
certain age range. While the terms 
truancy and chronic absenteeism are 
often used interchangeably, they 
both have different meanings and 
implications for students who do not 
attend school. Although each state’s 
definition varies, Attendance Works 
defined both terms in the 2016 blog 
post: “What’s the Difference 
Between Chronic Absence and 
Truancy?” “Truancy” generally only 
refers to unexcused absences, while 
“chronic absenteeism” incorporates 
all types of absences, including unex-
cused, excused and suspensions.

The issue of chronic absenteeism 
is not unique to Wisconsin. Chronic 
absenteeism is a nationwide issue. 
In recent years, many states have 
started to pass legislation with 

state-level strategies to reduce 
chronic absenteeism. 

Indiana, Iowa, Maine, Nevada and 
West Virginia have adopted legisla-
tion requiring schools to establish 
truancy prevention policies, plans or 
teams. Additional examples of state-
level legislation include: 

Colorado – In June 2024, Colorado 
enacted bipartisan Senate Bill 142, 
which created a pilot program for 
oral health screening and prevention 
to reduce physical health concerns 
that lead to chronic absenteeism. 
This program provides oral health 
screening to public school students 
in kindergarten and third grade.

Rhode Island – In 2023, Rhode Island 
Governor Daniel McKee launched a 
statewide initiative to combat chronic 
absenteeism. The Rhode Island 
Department of Education (RIDE)
created a Student Attendance Leader-
board that tracks attendance in real-
time, updated daily with data from 
local school districts and synchro-
nized with the RIDE’s databases. This 
has engaged stakeholders beyond the 
education system including mayors, 
business leaders, hospitals and others. 
Additionally, the RIDE website fea-
tures an “Attendance Matters RI” 
page with resources for school  
districts to help combat chronic 
absenteeism, such as attendance 
incentives, data dashboards, a social 
media toolkit, helpful documents, 
and student and school spotlights.

Utah – In March 2024, Utah enacted 
Senate Bill 177, entitled “Absen-
teeism Prevention Amendments” 
which incorporates attendance into 
student’s course scores or grades  
if determined appropriate. The Bill 
also requires absenteeism data to be 
reported annually to the state board.

Various other states have pending 
legislation that aims to address the 
issue of chronic absenteeism, 
including District of Columbia (2024 
B25-0754), Hawaii (2024 House Bill 

The issue of chronic absenteesim is not unique to Wisconsin. 
Chronic absenteesim is a nationwide issue.

State Legislation Related to Chronic Absenteeism

■ ENACTED         ■ INTRODUCED
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1797), Minnesota (2024 House Bill 
3827), Ohio (2023 House Bill 348), 
Virginia (2024 Senate Bill 619), 
Washington (2024 House Bill 2146) 
and several others.

■ 	Policy implications and 
unintended consequences

Efforts to combat chronic absenteeism 
through policy initiatives can have 
unintended consequences that may 
affect both students and the broader 
education system. For example, poli-
cies requiring students to attend 
school even when they are ill or strug-
gling with bullying may inadvertently 
place pressure on children to attend 
despite valid concerns for their well-
being. Addressing underlying issues, 
such as improving mental health 
support and anti-bullying efforts, is 
critical in these situations. Further-
more, not all districts may have the 
financial resources or personnel, such 
as truancy officers, to fully implement 
absenteeism prevention strategies, 
potentially limiting the effectiveness of 
these policies in underfunded districts. 

It is also important to note that 
strict enforcement of absenteeism 
laws or policies, such as imposing 
fines, requiring court appearances, 
or even juvenile detention, can dis-
proportionately affect low-income 
families and students with disabili-
ties. This over-reliance on punitive 
measures could exacerbate existing 
challenges and harm families who 

may already be struggling with 
financial instability. Policies that 
focus solely on attendance without 
addressing the root causes of absen-
teeism — such as housing instability, 
health issues or family crises — may 
fail to provide the necessary support 
for students in need. 

■ 	Tactics to encourage attendance 
in Wisconsin

National data shows that no state 
has seen levels of chronic absen-
teeism return to where they were in 
2019. However, several individual 
districts in Wisconsin have seen 
strong recoveries and suggest a 
variety of effective strategies. Below 
are key tactics being employed to 
address absenteeism:

District “attendance coordinator”: 
A Wisconsin district has a desig-
nated “Attendance Coordinator” 
who collaborates with the county to 
coordinate monthly meetings and to 
collaborate with intake workers on 
open cases. The “attendance coordi-
nator” also collaborates with both 
the police department and the 
county to create middle school atten-
dance education lessons aimed at 
improving middle school attendance. 
These lessons focus on building 
awareness about the importance of 
regular school attendance and 
addressing barriers that students 
may face.

▪	 Sustaining Efforts to Boost Regular 
Student Attendance — U.S. 
Department of Education 
Resources

▪	 Strengthening School Connectedness 
to Increase Student Success — 
EdResearch for Action

▪	 How to Improve Your School’s 
Response to Chronic Absenteeism 
— The Grad Partnership

▪	 The GRAD Partnership Chronic 
Absenteeism Toolkit — The Grad 
Partnership

▪	 Attendance Playbook: Smart 
Strategies for Reducing Student 
Absenteeism Post-Pandemic — 
FutureEd (May 2023)

▪	 Best Practice Approaches to 
Truancy Reduction: Information for 
School Attendance Officers — DPI 
(2022)

▪	 When Mental Health Challenges 
Contribute to Truancy FAQ — DPI 
(March 2023)

▪	 Making Sense Out of Incentives:  
A Framework for Considering the 
Design, Use, and Implementation of 
Incentives to Improve Attendance 
— Journal of Education for Students 
Placed at Risk (2018)

▪	 Non-Attending Minor Students and 
Attendance Process — DPI (2024).

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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Establishment of attendance teams: 
A Wisconsin district has enhanced 
attendance practices by establishing 
an attendance team for each school 
site that meets weekly or bi-weekly  
to monitor and address attendance 
issues. Additionally, the district estab-
lished a board-appointed attendance 
committee to assess and improve 
attendance strategies.

Attendance data collection and analysis: A 
Wisconsin district has implemented a 
quarterly process for collecting and 
analyzing attendance data to monitor 
and address student absenteeism 
effectively. The district collects 
detailed student profile data, including 
enrollment information, school name, 
grade level, attendance rate, semester 
grades and other specific characteris-
tics about the student. This allows the 
district to compare attendance data 
with academic achievement and deter-
mine the specific interventions neces-
sary for each student. Additionally, 
this process allows the district to 
identify trends, assess the effectiveness 

of interventions, and ensure that 
resources are allocated to students 
who need them most.

District attendance campaign: A Wis-
consin district launched a compre-
hensive attendance campaign that 
included a range of promotional 
materials, such as yard signs, 
posters, postcards, rack cards and 
stickers, to encourage regular atten-
dance across all grade levels.

Attendance interventions and truancy 
referrals: Truancy referrals are con-
sidered a last resort, only after all 
possible interventions have been 
attempted. These interventions 
include personalized attendance 
success plans, incentive programs, 
home visits, mentoring, intensive 
outreach efforts and alternative 
plans for students who struggle to 
attend regularly. Additionally, 
mental health support services are 
provided through both community 
and school-based referrals to address 
underlying issues that may con-
tribute to chronic absenteeism.

Athletics and extracurricular activities: 
Students must attend the entire 
school day to participate in extracur-
ricular activities. Students may not 
participate if they are out ill for any 
of the school day without permission 
from the school administration. 
Encouraging increased participation 
in sports and activities could be a 
potential solution to the chronic 
absenteeism issue in Wisconsin.

These multi-faceted approaches 
highlight the commitment to not 
only improving attendance rates, but 
also providing students and families 
with the resources and support 
needed to overcome barriers to 
school attendance. See below for 
additional resources on combatting 
absenteeism.  ◾

Ava Brown, a second-year law student at 
Marquette University Law School, served as 
the WASB legal intern during the fall 
semester of 2024. Ava can be reached at 
a.s.brown@marquette.edu.
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By Brock Fritz

Building    	    
Bridges 

to School
How proactive communication and creative 
solutions are combatting local absenteeism

 E
very school district in Wisconsin 
is unique. But at least one issue 
is present in many of them: 
chronic student absenteeism, 

which the Wisconsin Department of 
Public Instruction defines as missing 
at least 10% of a school year’s  
possible attendance days.

According to an October 2024 
report by the Wisconsin Policy 
Forum, Wisconsin’s chronic absen-
teeism rate has risen significantly in 
recent years. After being below 13% 
from 2006 through 2020, absen-
teeism rates rose to 16.1% in 2021, 
22.7% in 2022, 19.5% in 2023 and 
17.7% in 2024.

The recent declines stem from the 
attention that those sharp increases 
received from district leaders across 

the state.
“We noticed what everybody was 

noticing — that attendance was a 
major concern,” says Mark Bazata, 
district administrator of Kewaskum, 
one of many districts that embarked 
on comprehensive initiatives  to 
tackle chronic absenteeism. “We saw 
a drop in attendance across the 
board since the pandemic, so we 
knew it was systematic. Tradition-
ally, you see a drop off in attendance 
as kids get older. But the part that 
was concerning was seeing those 
drops across the board, and after the 
pandemic, not seeing the recovery as 
quickly as we hoped.”

Dr. Caroline Pate-Hefty saw 
similar circumstances in the White-
water Unified School District, 

noting that the COVID-19 pan-
demic led to apathy about the 
importance of attendance.

“Families became OK with doing 
work from home,” says Pate-Hefty, 
who assumed the role of Whitewater 
superintendent in 2020 and saw the 
district’s Attendance Task Force, 
which was formed in fall 2023 as an 
offshoot of the district’s professional 
learning communities, decrease chronic 
absenteeism by 10.4% district-wide in 
2023-24. “Some of that was kids 
being required to stay away from 
school up to 10 days when they were 
sick. Some of it comes from the fact 
that kids have one-to-one devices, so 
they don’t realize the importance of 
being in the classroom. And some of it 
is barriers like poverty.”
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“We noticed what everybody was noticing —  
 that attendance was a major concern.” 

  — Mark Bazata, District Administrator of Kewaskum

tionships with your peers or 
teachers. That’s very important in 
early adolescence. Those are the two 
biggest things: academic instruction 
and emotional well-being.” 

■	 Unified messaging
Beloit began addressing the issue 
when State Superintendent Jill 
Underly and one of her Wisconsin 
DPI colleagues came to town for a 
community conversation about 
attendance. About 50 community 
members were in attendance for  
an insightful conversation.

“But there wasn’t a plan for next 
steps,” says Beavers, who debriefed 
with Chief of Communications and 
Marketing Monica Krysztopa and 
realized that “‘There are people in 
the community that have a genuine 
interest in helping.’ That’s where our 
little initiative burst from, coupled 
with our superintendent clearly 
communicating a goal of 95% atten-
dance rate across the district. So we 
sat down and talked about what we 
could do.”

They decided that improved atten-
dance would result from better mes-
saging to families and students. Did 
families understand that a student 
who misses two days each month is 
labeled as chronically absent?

They set out to better educate  
the community about attendance, 
starting with two messages each 
month. The first might educate fami-
lies about how quickly absences add 
up, while the second message would 
offer a strategy, support or resource. 
The district communicated the nega-
tive impacts of absenteeism and-
shared the myriad benefits that 
consistent attendance brings.

When school leaders need to  
have conversations with families,  
the communication increases make  
it so it shouldn’t be the first time the 

families are hearing the message. 
Therefore, the message should stay 
the same throughout the district, so 
that the transitions between schools, 
teachers and buildings are as seam-
less as possible.

■	 Personal communication
District communications shouldn’t 
be limited to community-wide out-
reach. Effective communication with 
families is a fundamental element of 
these attendance initiatives.

Pate-Hefty says that Whitewater’s 
Attendance Task Force found that, 
“We’re not even telling our parents 
unless they are on our high-need list 
where the kids are chronically absent 
and we’re meeting with them on a 
regular basis. They’re just hearing 
from us quarterly on their report 
cards about how often their kids are 
tardy or absent. That’s a problem.”

Now, parents on Infinite Campus 
can see their kids’ daily attendance 
and report absences through the 
app. By allowing parents to be active 
participants in their kids’ atten-
dance, the district hopes to provide 
as many avenues as possible for 
family communication.

The more engaged families are, 
the earlier districts may be able to 
identify students who might have 
attendance issues.

“We try to catch it as early as 
possible,” Whitewater Middle 
School Associate Principal Caitlin 
Dowden says of the task force, con-
sisting of a multidisciplinary group 
of social workers, counselors, multi-
lingual community liaison, associate 
principals, principals and secretaries 
that meets monthly. “Kids who miss 
days in September are identified by 
the task force because that’s an 
indicator of what the rest of their 
year is going to be like. We try to 
form bonds and come up with 

Other factors that districts have 
cited for the increased absenteeism 
include mental health, vaping, trans-
portation issues and school climate.

“I think parents have changed 
too,” Kewaskum Associate Principal 
Mark Bingham says. “Some parents 
say the right things, but they don’t 
follow through on it.”

Wisconsin districts set out to 
review their attendance protocols  
to not only internally improve, but 
outwardly message the importance 
of regularly attending school.

“It’s academic achievement,  
but it’s also about social-emotional 
well-being,” School District of Beloit 
Executive Director of Pupil Services 
Melissa Beavers says. “If you’re not 
there, you’re not able to build rela-
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success plans for those kids to 
prevent it going any further.”

Bazata agrees, saying that 
Kewaskum makes sure they have 
clear communication with families 
so that they know the district wants 
to “reward kids for coming to 
school. And then also making sure 
that they know, if kids were getting 
close to the danger zone, we’re com-
municating with them, calling them, 
sending letters and meeting with 
them to brainstorm solutions. We’re 
really trying to create a partnership 
with them.”

That partnership is essential 
because, Kewaskum Middle School 
Principal Julie Skelton says, “Most 
families 100% agree that attendance 
is important, but some are stuck, 
like, ‘I just can’t get them to go out 
the door.’ At least 85% of the issues 
that we deal with, the parents want 
them at school. They just can’t figure 
out how to get their child here.”

■	 Innovative interventions
That’s where Kewaskum’s family 
liaison comes in, facilitating better 
attendance outcomes by working 
directly with families to identify 
needs and connect them to appro-
priate resources.

When a district identifies a family 
that is having a hard time with 
attendance, the liaison talks to the 
parents and kids to figure out what’s 
going on and determine how the 
district can help. From there, the 

liaison connects the family to the 
resources available through the 
district and its partners. Administra-
tors may also visit family homes 
early in the process to address 
student safety and help the family 
overcome hurdles.

“We look at the evidence and 
what that child needs,” Kewaskum 
Director of Student Learning and 
Services Jody Heipp says. “We 
realize that just trying to punish kids 
for not coming to school wasn’t as 
effective as giving incentives for 
them to come. Everybody’s a little 
different. Some students are really 
attracted to personal relationships. 
For some, it’s something like a 
breakfast.”

The key is getting to know that 
family and making a plan that will 
work for them.

“We started to focus on families 
as opposed to individual students in 
each building,” Dowden says, noting 
that Whitewater Unified School 
District covers about 200 square 
miles, with about 50% of people 
living below the poverty line. “If 
some families miss the bus, that’s 
kind of it for them, right? They can 
drive their kids, but it could mean 
up to 45 minutes. There are different 
factors for every kid. How do you 
tackle that? We’re trying to break 
down and get the root causes for 
why families are having issues with 
attendance and different interven-
tions that we could put in place to 

help them be successful in getting 
kids to school.”

“Sometimes they’re easy root 
causes, like, ‘Well, I don’t have an 
alarm clock since I moved.’ Sometimes 
there are huge barriers, like an elemen-
tary kid who’s required to get their 
siblings to school,” Pate-Hefty adds. 
“Then the task force makes a plan. It’s 
neat to see how creative they are, but 
also kind of scary to look at the things 
our families are facing.” 

Interventions could include pur-
chasing students an alarm clock, 
adding in-school therapy, adjusting 
the district calendar if patterns show 
many students are absent on specific 
days, making individual schedules 
more flexible, offering breakfast, 
adding an alternative learning center, 
partnering with a community orga-
nization to offer dental care or well-
ness clinics, adjusting bus schedules 
or buying a van that picks up stu-
dents experiencing housing insecuri-
ties. Half of Beloit’s elementary 
schools have added walking school 
bus programs in which a staff 
member reports to work early,  
walks about five blocks away from 
school and picks up students on 
their way back to the building. 

“That has had really good effects,” 
Beavers says of how the program 
promotes attendance while trans-
forming the journey to school into  
a positive experience. “We’ve had 
parents tell us that they really struggle 
to get their kids up, ready and out the 
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“It’s not about perfect attendance,  
it’s about improving attendance and removing barriers so that parents 

can feel supported in getting their students to school.” 
— Melissa Beavers, School District of Beloit Executive Director of Pupil Services
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door. Now that they are participating 
in the walking school bus, they’re up, 
ready and waiting to be picked up.”

Interventions don’t have to 
require monetary investment. Some-
times, a kid might just need to feel 
that they belong.

“I had several games of tic-
tac-toe going in my office last year, 
where the kids got to play if they 
were on time, and I got to play if 
they weren’t,” Dowden says. “Gami-
fying it for them was enough to get 
them to be like, ‘Hey, I don’t like to 
lose.’ Or we had a middle school 
student who was an avid fish lover. 
He got to color in a piece of his fish 
every time he was there. I don’t 
think he was tardy for a day after we 
started it. They feel more connected 
in the classroom, and you notice the 
shift in their state.”

Similarly, Kewaskum elementary 
school students may be assigned an 
older “buddy” who will walk them 
to class and look out for them. It’s 
all about fostering a school culture 
where students feel safe, welcomed, 
valued and engaged. 

■	 Tips for struggling districts
Beloit, Kewaskum and Whitewater 
leaders believe in sharing their atten-
dance journey with other Wisconsin 
school districts. They combined to 
present a breakout session at the 
2025 Wisconsin State Education 
Convention in Milwaukee, and they 
believe that collaboration can 
improve attendance statewide. 

Among the tips they’d offer dis-
tricts looking to combat chronic 
absenteeism are:

▪	 Develop a task force, com-
mittee or another way to give 
people ownership of the issue.

▪	 Align the district approach and 
messaging to avoid inconsisten-

cies and ensure that families 
are hearing the same story no 
matter what school they’re in.

▪	 Partner with the families to 
develop individualized plans 
for students.

▪	 Use historical data to identify 
at-risk students and contact 
their families early if attendance 
issues arise. 

▪	 Automate parts of the process 
to ensure consistent protocols 
and communication.

▪	 Involve the community by part-
nering with local organizations 
who may want to help the dis-
trict improve attendance and 
student outcomes. Beavers says 
presenting in front of the Greater 
Beloit Chamber of Commerce 
and other civic organizations led 
to “Them giving us ideas. You 
need to have a community plan, 
because the school district itself is 
not going to solve the problem.” 

▪	 Remember that it’s a process, 
and that combating chronic 
absenteeism takes time and 
continuous effort year after 
year. “It didn’t happen quickly,” 
Bazata says. “The good news 
was we saw some real progress 
this past year. Our attendance 
has been the best it’s been over 
the last eight years. Our chronic 
absenteeism is looking better, 
and I think we’re seeing a lot 
more engagement with families 
and students.”

But with students entering and exiting 
the district each year, the process is 
never over. Districts must continue to 
collect data, communicate with the 
community, meet families and work 
toward preventing chronic absen-
teeism before it escalates.

“It’s not about perfect atten-
dance,” Beavers says. “it’s about 
improving attendance and removing 
barriers so that parents feel supported 
in getting their students to school.” ◾
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By Brock Fritz

Navigating the  
State Budget Process

I N S I G H T S  F R O M  L E G I S L A T O R S

T
he state budget process is  
complicated, and Wisconsin’s 
2025-27 state budget is no 
exception. During the WASB 

Day at the Capitol on March 12  
in Madison, four state legislators 
shared their insights into the factors 
influencing the budget. 

Rep. Joel Kitchens (R-Sturgeon 
Bay), Sen. Chris Larson (D-Mil-
waukee), Sen. Romaine Quinn 
(R-Birchwood), and Rep. Joe 
Sheehan (D-Sheboygan) participated 
in a panel discussion that focused on 
the budget, special education funding 
and a lack of trust among lawmakers.

“I don’t envision having a state 
budget on time,” Rep. Quinn said, 
pointing to Governor Evers’ July 
2023 partial veto and adjacent chal-
lenge at the Wisconsin Supreme 
Court, which turned the year 2025 
into 2425 in an effort to lock in a 
school funding increase for the next 
400 years. “There are real ramifica-
tions on how you draft a budget for 
a two-year period when you don’t 
know what can be vetoed.”

Rep. Kitchens echoed the senti-
ment, emphasizing the complications 
caused by a lack of trust. “It makes 
it really difficult to come up with 
any kind of compromise,” he said. 
This lack of trust has added another 
layer of uncertainty to the budget 
process, contributing to the 

increasing number of local referen-
dums across the state.

“Everyone in my district had a 
referendum last year,” Rep. Larson 
said. “Any tax cut you get is going 
to go right into your left pocket and 
come out your right one because 
you’re going to have to pass a refer-
endum. The problem is the rate of 
passage is dropping.” 

The legislators pointed out that for 
referendums to pass, communities must 
have trust in their school districts. 

“People are thinking you’re mis-
managing the budgets, and until  
you point in the direction of where 
the actual problem is, over in the 
Capitol, they’re going to start saying 
no,” Larson said of the importance 
of communication and advocacy. 
“Go straight to your legislators and 
say, ‘I don’t understand the formula, 
but what I really don’t understand is 
why our kids don’t have enough 
resources and why you’re not doing 
anything about it.’”

Sen. Quinn also underscored the 
importance of local engagement with 
legislators. “Invite your legislators 
(to your schools),” he advised, 
adding that local referendums reflect 
the fiscal challenges everyone is 
facing, including schools. “If you 
have relationships and build trust 
with the legislators, you’re going to 
fare far better when issues pop up. 

There’s a middle ground — more 
state investment while still allowing 
you to have local input.”

Rep. Sheehan reinforced the role 
of community engagement in shaping 
policy. “Your impact is huge,” he 
said. “The impact of getting other 
citizens in your community involved 
… wake up your neighborhood if 
they’re not already awake.”

The legislators suggested public 
education advocates focus their 
advocacy efforts on special educa-
tion aid, as it’s an important issue 
that transcends party lines. 

“There’s not a Republican or 
Democrat that doesn’t want to take 
care of kids with special needs, it’s 
just a matter of how much can the 
state invest in totality of the whole 
budget,” Sen. Quinn said. “It’s an 
easy ask. It’s a good focal point. It 
brings both sides together recognizing 
that we simply don’t do enough.”

“It affects all of you,” Rep. 
Kitchens said. “I think there will be 
some increase (in this budget). If we 
could eventually get to two-thirds, 
that’d be good. Legislators need to 
hear from you what the real prob-
lems are. Because if you’re not 
hearing the actual stories, it’s easy  
to vote against it.” ◾

Brock Fritz is the WASB director of communi-
cations and editor of the Wisconsin School 
News. He can be reached at bfritz@wasb.org.
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health issues or family crises—
may fail to provide the necessary 
support for students in need. 

Tactics to encourage attendance 
in Wisconsin

National data shows that no state 
has seen levels of chronic absen-
teeism return to where they were in 
2019. However, several individual 
districts in Wisconsin have seen 
strong recoveries and suggest a 
variety of effective strategies. Below 
are key tactics being employed to 
address absenteeism:

District “attendance coordinator” 
– A Wisconsin district has a desig-
nated “Attendance Coordinator” 
who collaborates with the county to 
coordinate monthly meetings and to 
collaborate with intake workers on 
open cases. The “attendance coordi-
nator” also collaborates with both 
the police department and the 
county to create middle school atten-
dance education lessons aimed at 
improving middle school attendance. 
These lessons focus on building 
awareness about the importance of 
regular school attendance and 
addressing barriers that students 
may face.

Establishment of attendance 

BE PART OF THE CONVENTION!

January 21-23, 2026
Proposals now being accepted for:

• Breakout Sessions

• School Fair

• Music Showcase

• Art Exhibit

• Student Video Team

HIGHLIGHT YOUR SUCCESS
Share your district’s best work  

to help other districts grow and learn.

Visit the WASB website today  
to submit your proposal:

WASB.org/convention
SESSION PROPOSALS DUE JUNE 20, 2025



What does effective advocacy look like?

KYLE CRONAN, Chequamegon Superintendent: 
When you come as a group, such as the Day 
at the Capitol, it’s an opportunity for the 
group to present the idea so that the legisla-
tors can see that it’s not just a Chequa-
megon issue. When you get to talk with 
other districts and your senator or represen-
tative, you come up with creative solutions. 
You can harness that group power to give 
some more voice to your message.

LAURI ASBURY, Neenah Board Member:  
Advocacy and developing relationships with 
your legislators are incredibly important. One 
thing to remember is that they are not 
experts. It’s important for them to hear your 
perspective and story, and for you to develop 
a relationship with them. Then you see each 
other as individuals, not as adversaries. Once 
they have an idea of what you’re really going 
through, it can help them to make better 
decisions on our behalf.

CHARLES URNESS, Jefferson Superintendent: 
Listening on both sides, because they have a 
job to do, and we have a job to do. It’s about 
listening and having a dialogue, because 
legislators have a big job — and education is 
only part of it. We can tell them about what 
we deal with on a day-to-day basis.

What issues are currently top of mind  
for you and your district?

MARK CASSELLIUS, Onalaska Board Member:  
The big thing is the funding for special educa-
tion and making that a little more reasonable 
and helpful. We’ve been focused on serving 
all the students of our community, whatever 
their needs are, in the best way that we can.

CRONAN: This is our opportunity to speak to 
our legislators directly to advocate for our 
students and the importance of funding 
education in Wisconsin, in the Northwoods 
and in rural school districts. We are experi-

Voices for Public Education
Insights from Advocates at the 2025 

WASB Day at the Capitol
What does effective advocacy look like? What issues are top of mind for public education leaders?

Wisconsin School News staff asked six public education advocates those questions and more  
at the WASB Day at the Capitol on March 12 in Madison. Here’s how they responded.
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encing challenges with population and enroll-
ment. That’s felt across Wisconsin, but it’s 
highlighted in the Northwoods even more. 
Other big issues for us are special education 
funding and making sure that we’re able to 
provide the best services to all students.

URNESS: I’m especially interested in the 
special education proposed increases, 
which would really help our budget in the 
School District of Jefferson. If we had the 
increase in special education funding, that 
would really help our operational expenses 
from year to year.

Why do you believe in public education? 
NICK ADAMS, Prentice Board Member:  
Our alumni have given us great stories about 
why public education matters to them. They 
say that public education is more than just 
the Xs and Os in a textbook. It gives them a 
sense of belonging. It gave them a work ethic 
and prepared them for what the real world 
threw at them. 

LISA ELLIOTT, Greenfield Superintendent:  
The children who are in our classrooms today 
are the workforce of the future. We want to 
make sure that they have every resource 
possible to be successful in their careers, as 
well as to help the school district or the state 
of Wisconsin flourish. We’re really focused on 
career and technical education. We want to 
make sure that our kids have some type of 
work-based learning experience before they 
graduate. We’re preparing kids for their 
futures, not what education and the 
workforce looked like in the past.  

ASBURY: It’s the cornerstone of democracy 
for me. I know that’s a high-level piece, but we 
are able to give kids opportunities that they 
might not otherwise get. That’s very important.

CRONAN: Public education is the heart of 
everything we do in this nation. It’s the back-
bone of our industry. Without public education, 
we don’t have small businesses in our towns, 
we don’t have large businesses. Education 
really is that driving piece of our culture, our 
country and our economy. ◽

Visit the WASB’s YouTube channel (@TheWASB) to watch full advocate interviews from the Day at the Capitol.
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T
he five Wisconsin Teachers of the Year were honored 
during the opening general session of the 2025 State 
Education Convention, on Jan. 22, in Milwaukee. 
The 2025 winners were Ana Báez, bilingual counselor 

at South Division High School; Bethany Counard, 
English teacher at West De Pere Middle School; Brian 
Counselman, science teacher at Malcolm Shabazz City 
High School; Sarah Krajewski, art teacher at Cambridge 
Elementary School; and Rachel Sauvola, agriscience 
teacher at New Richmond High School.

The teachers also engaged in a Q&A panel, hosted  
by Association of Wisconsin School Administrators 
Executive Director Jim Lynch, to discuss the 
topics that interest them most about 
public education. Read on for the 
teachers’ responses to four of Lynch’s 
questions. (Note: Brian Counselman, 
shown right, was unable to attend  
the convention.)

2025 Teachers of the Year
Veteran teachers sat down with convention attendees  

to discuss their districts and public education

HEAR FROM WISCONSIN’S
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What do parents or school board members 
need to know about your classroom?

BETHANY COUNARD: A lot of times 
what we focus on in the classroom is 
what’s being taught. I wholeheartedly 
agree that content is important for our 
kids, but I feel what’s more important 
is what we’re teaching kids about how 
they fit into their societies and their 

communities. How they can contribute, how they can 
give something to this world that we’re all living in.

Another thing is that kids have different abilities. In 
my classes alone, I have kids reading in the bottom 10% 
and the top 10%. My job is to try to reach each of those 
kids where they’re at. So that’s different for every kid.

It’s also important to remember that as long as you 
treat every student who walks through your classroom 
door with dignity, the learning will follow. They respect 
classroom management because they feel that you are 
treating them with respect.

What is your school doing well in regards  
to staff mental health?

ANA BÁEZ: Our principal focuses on 
positive mindset and celebrating the 
little things. We have an appreciation 
Monday that’s led by our administra-
tive team. It’s just coffee and donuts on 
Monday mornings, for teachers to 
gather together. It’s a great way to start 

the week on a positive note. 
We do staff shoutouts and recognition on our school 

social sites and in announcements. This makes you feel 
good, and when you get a shoutout, you want to be 
shouted out more. It has a positive impact on all of us. 

We also do teacher field trips. We go to a lot of 
Brewers and Bucks games. Our principal leads a Thanks-
giving dinner, and we bring our families. We do a lot of 
things outside of school as a staff. We have what we call  
a first supper at the beginning of the year and a last 
supper at the end of the year. 

When you do these things, you’ll find that it’s hard for 
staff to want to work in silos or stay in their silos when 
you’ve had those kinds of connections.

What opportunities are you seeing to be  
a leader in the building?

RACHEL SAUVOLA: If you have a 
go-getter teacher who wants to provide 
leadership at the state and national 
level, that’s extremely valuable. I appre-
ciate that my school board and admin-
istration allow me to do that. I’m a 
national science teacher ambassador 

and I traveled the country teaching teachers how to be 
fun and engaging. I love that this is something that I am 
supported in by my local district.

The elephant in the room is that we have this collec-
tion of teachers who are in their first year and then we 
have us oldies. We need more of that middle sector. If we 
don’t get out and work on teacher recruitment and reten-
tion and solve some of these problems, we’re not going to 
have the people. Collectively, we need to work together 
to figure that out. It’s going to take some strong teacher 
leaders to be visionaries to see what we can do.

There’s such a revolving door, especially in career in 
technical education, we have slots that go unfilled in all 
the different areas. Every single year we’re pulling people 
in from industry to try to morph them into teachers, but 
they don’t have any tools or educational tools in their 
basket. So that takes teacher mentoring and leadership at 
our local levels. Learn more about Sauvola in her  
Q&A on page 24.

What keeps you coming back every year?

SARAH KRAJEWSKI: It’s obviously the 
kids. It’s the excitement that you see in 
them. It’s the kids that are feeling good, 
but also the kids that are maybe having 
a harder time. I’m also there for them. 
That’s what I come back for in trying to 
give them that space that they feel loved.

We all want to feel like we have a place, and some-
body sees us, supports us and validates us. My hope is 
that students will always feel seen within my classroom.

One of the quotes that I remember my kids saying 
after they were absent for a week was, “Hey did you miss 
me while I was gone?” I feel like that’s such an elemen-
tary way of basically asking, “Did you notice? Do you see 
me? Do you care?” Connecting with kids is what keeps 
me going back. ◾
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T
he Shorewood School District has 
long been known for its progres-
sive education. Since the district 
opened its doors in 1924, the 

goal has been to graduate students 
who are not only prepared for life 
but prepared to improve the world.

For more than 100 years, the 
schools have been the cornerstone  
of the village. Community support 
has been key to ensuring that civics 
education has a place within Shore-
wood public schools. This past 
October, the Shorewood School 
Board passed a resolution in support 
of a comprehensive civics education. 

The resolution states, “The Shore-
wood School District Board of Edu-
cation is committed to ensuring that 
the students in the district will con-
tribute to a better world through 
collaboration and engagement with 
real-world issues.” 

“We are proud to be the first 
district in the state to pass this type 
of resolution reaffirming the funda-
mental roles of civics education in 
our curriculum,” Shorewood School 
Board President Emily Berry says. 
“A great education should first and 
foremost empower young people to 
be informed and active participants 

in their communities, government 
and society at large. We have a 
strong record of delivering excep-
tional social studies instruction here, 
and this resolution reflects our com-
mitment to maintaining that focus 
into the future.”

The foundations of civic literacy 
and engagement are taught to stu-
dents as early as elementary school, 
all the way through high school. 
Civics isn’t just an add-on to the 
curriculum, but a subject embedded 
within the schools’ culture. In 
August 2021, Wisconsin State Super-
intendent Dr. Jill Underly set forth a 

By Maria Campbell

Informed 
Citizens

Shaping   
The crucial role  
of civics education  
in K-12 schools
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plan to create a K-12 scope and 
sequence framework with student 
objectives, content and resources for 
civics education. 

“Once the scope and sequences 
were created, our social studies 
team met to discuss how this new 
framework would look in the dis-
trict and created the seventh-grade 
Civics & Contemporary Issues 
course and the high school civics 
course,” says Mike Joynt, director 
of teaching and learning for the 
Shorewood School District. “The 
biggest change is that we now have 
dedicated civics courses at the inter-
mediate and high schools.” 

Social studies education in ele-
mentary schools makes up only 10% 
of instructional time. In some 
schools, it’s not taught at all. The 
school system has devoted so much 
time, effort and money into testing 
subject areas such as math and lan-
guage arts that they have marginal-
ized learning time on other 
important subjects. 

“Civics education provides stu-
dents with a foundation to have the 
content knowledge, skills and dispo-
sitions necessary to be contributing 
members of communities and citizens 
of our democratic republic,” says 
seventh-grade Civics & Contempo-
rary Issues teacher Sarah Kopplin, 
who has taught social studies at 
Shorewood Intermediate School for 
22 years and is currently president of 
the Wisconsin Council for the Social 
Studies. “Kids are coming to middle 
school without the knowledge or 
skills necessary to be engaged 
members of their communities.” 

Community support has been 
instrumental to Kopplin’s success  
in the classroom. Administrative 
support has allowed her students to 
develop inquiry and critical thinking 
skills, engage in civil discourse with 
peers and apply learning through 
authentic assessment methods. Some 
of the fun, engaging learning experi-
ences that she has provided reflect the 
reality of what it’s like to use civics 
skills in the real world. “We craft a 
classroom ‘constitution,’ and students 
ratify the document and revisit it and 
make changes to it periodically if they 
feel it is necessary,” says Kopplin. 
This hands-on lesson aligns with 
classroom learning regarding the 
founding documents and how they 

were created and 
ratified. 

“Civic educa-
tion is important 
because it helps 
us become more 
aware of the 
world around us, 
so we can under-
stand history and 
what’s happening 
around the 
world,” says 
Madison V., 

seventh-grade student at Shorewood 
Intermediate School. 

Her classmate, Fiona, adds that 
“Civics gives us the knowledge to 
become more informed citizens.”

Kopplin likes to keep the topics 
fun, engaging and relevant. Students 
participate in academic competitions 
where they analyze the Bill of Rights 
and propose changes to it by writing 
an essay, producing art or creating 
videos. They also engage in research 
to learn about current events and how 
they are impacting our country or 
community, such as the Tik Tok case 
pending in the U.S. Supreme Court. 

While civics education has always 
been ingrained in curriculum across 
the district, prior to the 2023-24 
school year, Shorewood High School 
did not have a dedicated civics class, 
but instead offered American Gov-
ernment and Political Theory. 

“Both classes were developed and 
taught by John D. Jacobson,” U.S. 
history and civics teacher Jesse Perez 
says, noting that Jacobson taught at 
the high school for more than 30 
years and developed some of the best 
courses Shorewood has offered.  
“In fact, for American Government, 
John wrote his own textbook. For 
Political Theory, he, along with a 

“A great education should first and foremost 
empower young people to be informed and active 
participants in their communities, government 
and society at large.”
 — Emily Berry, Shorewood School Board President
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“Thanks to the work being done at home, and at the elementary and middle school level, 
students come into civics with enough context and desire to make this entire class work.” 
— Jesse Perez, Shorewood High School U.S. History and Civics Teacher

few others, developed a proprietary 
software that was integral to 
running the class as a simulation.” 

Perez, who is also the teacher 
advisor for the mock trial team, 
believes civics is important because it 
takes history from simply being a 
discussion of past events and puts the 
citizens into the driver’s seat. “It feels 
like a conversation that we are having 
with the founders in order to under-
stand, navigate and change the  
community we live in,” says Perez, 
who also gives a nod to the commu-
nity support and engagement that  
help make teaching civics enjoyable. 
“Thanks to the work being done at 
home, and at the elementary and 
middle school level, students come 
into civics with enough context and 
desire to make this entire class work.” 

At the high school level, students 
engage in a semester-long simula-
tion-based curriculum that teaches 
students the procedures and practices 
needed to create their own legislative 
branch. During this process, students 
are sworn in as members of congress 
before debating and writing bills of 

their own, based entirely on their 
interests. This curriculum was devel-
oped to give students the agency to 
discover their passions and use their 
civics tools to build a world that 
reflects their vision.

The culminating experiences are 
the committee hearings and the full 
session. The committee hearings are 
an all-civics class event where students 
gather into committees of 12-15 kids 
to discuss and debate bills written  
by their classmates throughout the 
semester. After their debates, they  
vote on the bills and pass them on to 
the full session, which takes place in 
the auditorium. Students make 
speeches and debate their final argu-
ments in support and opposition to 
bills of their choosing, finally bringing 
them to vote. Legislation that passes 
can be signed into law.  

“I love anything that encourages 
public speaking,” high school civics 
student Aiko L. says of the hands-on 
learning environment. “In civics, we 
get to propose bills and go through 
the process of getting them approved. 
I really enjoyed working with class-

mates on speeches for our bills. A firm 
grasp of civics allows us to be good 
voters and citizens of our country.” 

While both Kopplin and Perez 
love educating and inspiring students 
every day, the real reward happens 
when they get to see advocacy in 
action. “Last year, I had three stu-
dents who advocated and worked 
hard to start a soccer team at  
Shorewood Intermediate School,” 
says Kopplin. They saw a problem  
in their school community and 
worked with our administration, 
athletic director and fellow students 
to solve it. It was really fun to see 
the team come to life this year!” 

“We are limited by nothing but 
our own creativity and efforts,” says 
Perez. “There is something pro-
foundly hopeful about that, and I 
take pride in the job I have to deliver 
that message to our students.” ◾

Maria Campbell is a communications specialist 
at Shorewood School District. She can be 
reached at mcampbell@shorewood.k12.wi.us.
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MAY 17, 1954  The Brown vs. Board of Education decision 
was issued, with the ruling stating that “separate but equal” has 
no place in public education because segregated schools are 
“inherently unequal.” The ruling stated that the plaintiffs were 
being “deprived of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by 
the 14th Amendment.”

MAY 18, 1964  According to the Wisconsin Historical 
Society, the Milwaukee United School Integration Committee 
organized a one-day boycott to call attention to the differences  

in quality between majority Black and majority white schools  
in Milwaukee. 

MAY 1984  According to the National Education Association, 
Teacher Appreciation Week is established as the first full week in 
May. The annual recognition event dates back to former first lady 
Eleanor Roosevelt in 1953. 

MAY 23, 2019  According to the Wisconsin School Garden 
Network, Gov. Tony Evers proclaimed May 23, 2019 the first 
Wisconsin School Garden Day.   

TEN-YEAR LOOK BACK

The May 2015 issue of Wisconsin School News 
examined how the Black River Falls School District  
and the Ho-Chunk Nation came together to improve 
education and support for all students and the 
community. It also detailed how listening to your 
employees can help improve your district and employee 
satisfaction to help retain teachers and staff. Additionally, 
readers were introduced to low-cost design options and 
other tips to help create healthy and creative classrooms.

▶

”“ Lost in the focus on test scores is an emphasis on critical thinking, an appreciation  
of the arts, citizenship and social skills, and the acquisition of occupational and 

technical skills that will allow students to succeed beyond high school. 

— Former WASB Executive Director John Ashley on the inaccuracy of identifying schools as good  
or bad in his May 2015 Viewpoint column.

T H I S  M O N T H  I N  W I S C O N S I N  S C H O O L  H I S T O R Y
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WSN: Tell me about yourself.

Rachel Sauvola: I have been a 
teacher in Richmond all 26 years  
of my teaching career. I came right 
out of college. The cool part is, 
Richmond has a longstanding belief 
in agricultural education. In fact, 
since 1914, I’m only the sixth 
agriculture teacher in our 
community. I have been blessed  
in that way that the community 
believes in what I’m doing in the 
agricultural education program  
with awesome kids. 

I have a husband and a daughter 
who is at the University of Iowa in 
her freshman year. I also have a 
seventh-grade daughter who is 
involved with my program at the 
middle school level. Outside of being 
a teacher, I am a paper crafter. I love 
to make pretty things from paper, so 
scrapbooking, card making and all 
those things.

What do you enjoy about the Richmond 
community?

RS: I thought I’d do this job for 
maybe five years and then figure out 
what I really wanted to be when I 
grow up. But the truth is, I teach 16 
different classes based on what 

students sign up for. I have five 
minutes to change gears from 
something like landscaping to  
small animal science, leadership, 
greenhouse management or food 
science. Just that little bit of an 
energy boost keeps me going. No 
two days here in this role are ever 
the same. I also have an aquaculture 
facility here at school. I have 20 
creatures at the high school that we 
take care of. You just never know 
what problems can ensue. We have a 
commercial greenhouse and a school 
farm where we raise beef for school 
lunch. The community collaboration 

also keeps me going. For me to do 
all of this by my lonesome, I would 
be stressed out, so that engagement 
keeps me going.

You were named one of the 2025 
Wisconsin School Teachers of the Year. 
What did that honor mean to you?

RS: You never set out on a teaching 
journey thinking that sort of 
recognition is coming your way.  
I had a tumultuous childhood, and it 
was my agriculture teacher that sort 
of was the second dad to me and 
helped guide my path. When I was 
12, I told my real dad, farmer Bryan, 
that I would never be involved in 
agriculture When I was 12 and a half, 
I went to UW-River Falls for the first 
time for an FFA conference and that 
set me on the trajectory of becoming 
an agriculture teacher. I’m 48 years 
old now, and I decided I was going to 
do this job when I was 12. 

I was a first-generation college kid.  
It was the people along the way that 
helped me. As I think about that 
recognition, pretty incredible stuff.  
I cried and it was a wonderful 
celebration in our auditorium. It feels 
good to be recognized for the hard 
work that I’ve put in for 26 years.

R A C H E L  S A U V O L A 
RICHMOND SCHOOL DISTRICT

Rachel Sauvola is an agriculture teacher at New Richmond High School, and one 
of five 2025 Wisconsin Teachers of the Year. The innovative educator manages 
the only fully functioning, daily school farm in Wisconsin. It's a dynamic program 
that has engaged countless students and community members. Her experience 
and passion for agriculture has led her to take on leadership positions, such as 

being a National Association of Agricultural Educators’ mentor facilitator.
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You’re in charge of managing the only 
fully functioning, daily school farm in 
Wisconsin. What does that entail?

When we built our new school in 
2010, I really wanted a place where 
we could raise some animals and give 
kids an opportunity to see how their 
food is produced. I decided that I was 
going to embark on this school farm 
after successfully raising five calves 
from one day old to about 850 
pounds here at school. However, my 
students never got to see the end 
product, and I believe everybody 
should see how humane it is when 
animals are turned into meat. 

We also sell to our community.  
It teaches students about business, 
marketing and managing your 
finances. They may not have a direct 
career in agriculture someday, but 
they sure had fun learning some 
basic principles that will guide them 
for the rest of their lives. 

Can you discuss your role as a National 
Association of Agricultural Educators’ 
mentor facilitator?

RS: I was selected to travel the 
country teaching teachers. We have 
various professional development 
programs that service teachers from  
a pre-service teacher, one who’s in 
college deciding to pursue this 
opportunity, on up to the wisest owls 
in our group. It’s fun to be able to go 
to different parts of the country, meet 
teachers, hear their stories and 
troubleshoot with them. Being a 
veteran educator, chances are I’ve 
already gone through some of the 
struggles that they’re facing and being 
able to coach, mentor and offer words 
of wisdom to give them hope that it is 
a fantastic career to be a part of.

One thing you’re known for is having a 
drawer of granola bars. What’s the 
reasoning behind that?

RS: Kids in schools are hungry. It’s 
not their fault that they might not 
have money in their lunch account. 
Being the teacher of all things food,  
I am often a stopping point on a 
student’s day-long journey through 
their classes. Finances were tight 
when I was a kid, and I should have 
been on free and reduced lunch. 
However, my dad was too proud for 
that as a dairy farmer producing 
food for others. He made it work. 

There are struggling families and it’s 
my job to find ways to raise funds to 
help with the problem. We need to 
do a better job of making sure that 
our kids in schools are fed so that 
they can learn. 

How has teaching changed from your 
first year to now?

RS: When we passed our 
referendum, my educational 
opportunities exploded with my new 
facility. When I started out, we had 
a greenhouse and a lab room and 
could do many things, but as soon  
as we advanced those opportunities,  
we saw more kids getting involved. 
They like the hands-on part of their 
day. They like the animal therapy. 
We used to only get one classroom 
pet over at the old school, but now 
we have a whole lab room dedicated 
to that animal learning center. 

To be blatantly honest, the 
expectations of some of the parents 
have changed. I once encountered a 
parent who sent me an email at 8:52 
p.m. demanding that I call her right 
now so I could teach her how to do 
her son’s homework. Twenty-six years 
ago, that would not have been a thing. 

There are fantastic students who want 
opportunities, who want to learn, 
grow and try new things. They deserve 
those opportunities. When I take kids 
to our National FFA convention, some 
of them have never left St. Croix 
County before. Those are core 
memories. I have students who are 
over 40 years old in the community 
and now I’m seeing their kids come 
back into my classroom. It’s things 
like them saying, “Remember when 
we did this?” It’s fun to be able to 
discuss that years down the road.

What’s your advice to districts on how 
they can address teacher retention?

RS: For a lot of us, there’s not enough 
time in the day to do some of the 
paperwork required of teachers. Any 
way that an administrative team can 
free up a little bit more time so 
teachers can tackle the things that 
make the most impact on the students 
in their classroom will help retain good 
teachers. We need a clear set of 
guidelines and expectations, but also 
leadership from the top that will help 
us put things in priority order. We need 
a network of mentors and coaches that 
can help our newest teachers figure 
things out in the career technical 
education world. We have such a 
shortage of teachers that we’re 
bringing them in from industry. They 
have zero educational tools in their 
basket, so being able to mentor those 
folks coming in from industry and give 
them some of the tools to help walk 
the walk. Classroom management is a 
whole other beast that is part of that 
teacher retention issue right now. Kids 
come to us with far more severe issues 
than they did in my initial years of 
teaching. We must have a supportive 
network to help our teachers stay in 
the classroom long term. ◾

“ ”It’s fun to be able to go to different parts of the country, meet 
teachers, hear their stories and troubleshoot with them. 

Being a veteran educator, chances are I’ve already gone through some  
of the struggles that they’re facing and being able to coach, mentor and  

offer words of wisdom... that it is a fantastic career to be part of.
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Whether you’re taking office yourself or you are welcoming 
new members onto your school board, the WASB is here  
to help. To begin learning about how to be an effective board 
member, visit the “Basic Legal and Governance Resources” 
page at WASB.org. It includes a variety of resources, including 
the New School Board Member Handbook, a recording of the 
recent New School Board Member Gathering and more. 

The WASB also wants to give a special thank you to three 
departing members of the WASB Board of Directors: Xela 
Garcia (Region 14), Mike Humke (Region 9, Immediate Past 
President) and Brett Hyde (Region 11). They passionately 
served the WASB and we thank them for their time and 
dedication. The board will seek applicants to fill the vacancies. ◽

Convention Call for Proposals

Welcome New Board Members!

Get involved in the 2026 Wisconsin State 
Education Convention! The WASB is now accepting 
proposals for breakout sessions, school fair, music 
showcase, student art exhibit and the student video 
team. Session proposals are due by June 20, 2025. 

Submit your proposal at WASB.org/convention.

Join us in Stevens Point for this two-day symposium to 
hear practical solutions to the current issues impacting 
Wisconsin school districts. Breakout sessions will 
include a panel of rural school leaders discussing 
declining enrollment, referendums and finances; a 
panel of board presidents sharing their experiences 
and tips; the story of Mauston School District’s 
referendum; a look at strategic planning; legal and 
governance updates; financial benchmarking and 
more. Visit WASB.org for more information about the 
agenda and how to register.

SAVE THE DATE

Summer Learning 
Symposium

July 11–12  |  Stevens Point, WI

N O W  O P E N !

Business Honor Roll  
Nominations 

The WASB is now accepting nominations for the 
2025 Business Honor Roll. School boards can submit 

the names of up to five local businesses, including 
newspapers and other media, that have been helpful 
to their school district over the past year. Tell us who 
they are and what they have done for your schools, 

and we will help you promote your business 
partnerships. Nominated businesses will be posted 
on the WASB website and several will be profiled in 
Wisconsin School News. Districts will be provided a 

sample press release and personalized certificate to 
give their businesses. In 2024, 59 school districts 

nominated a total of 186 businesses. Visit WASB.org 
to nominate a business by Friday, Aug. 8, 2025. 
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■	 NEW SCHOOL BOARD MEMBER GATHERING

VIRTUAL |  MAY 1  |  7 - 9 p.m.

This online version of the New School Board Member Gath-
ering is open to members throughout the state. These gath-
erings, hosted by WASB regional directors and WASB staff, 
aim to help new board members transition into their role and 
offer essential information they need to be effective right 
from the beginning of their terms. Join this webinar to learn 
about the WASB’s services, as well as the laws that affect 
board service and governance. We encourage board presi-
dents and superintendents to attend these gatherings to 
support and encourage the professional development of 
their newest board members. 

This webinar is complimentary, and no registration is required.  
They will be recorded and placed on the “Online Events” page.

RECURRING WEBINAR

■	  CAPITOL CHAT

MAY 2, MAY 9, MAY 16, MAY 30  |  12 - 1 p.m.
Presenters: Chris Kulow & David Martin, Government Relations

Hear the latest from the Capitol Building. Nearly every Friday 
during the budget season, WASB government relations staff 
will give you the latest news on the budget and other 
legislative developments so you can serve as an informed 
advocate for children.

This webinar is complimentary, and no registration is required.  
They will be recorded and placed on the “Online Events” page.

■	 RUNNING EFFECTIVE SCHOOL BOARD MEETINGS

Closed Sessions  | MAY 6 |  12 - 1 p.m. 
Board Member Voting  | MAY 13 |  12 - 1 p.m. 
Minutes of School Board Meetings  | MAY 15 |  12 - 1 p.m. 

These webinars are part of the WASB’s series on the roles 
and duties of school board officers. The full series, rolled out 
in April and May as a new member benefit, can be found in 
the “Complimentary Events Video Library.”

■ 	WASB LEGAL AND LEGISLATIVE VIDEO UPDATE

MAY 21, JUNE 18, JULY 16  |  12 - 1 p.m.

Each month, WASB staff counsel and government relations  
staff address current topics of interest to WASB members.  
The topics are typically driven by recent developments affecting 
schools in the state Legislature, Congress, governmental 
agencies and the courts.

This webinar is complimentary, and no registration is required.  
Visit WASB.org for the link.

Upcoming Webinars

FEATURED WEBINAR

■ 	WASB 101: ASK THE WASB

MAY 20  |  12 - 1 p.m. AND 7 - 8 p.m.

Wondering how the WASB operates? Curious about 
our members’ key initiatives? Want to know how to get 
more involved? Ask us! This special webinar lets you, 
the member, take the lead. Please watch the 
upcoming WASB 101 video and submit questions 
using the form found online on the WASB Events page. 
Then, join live as WASB staff members directly answer 
your questions about our advocacy, legal services, 
member services, convention and anything else you 
want to know. This is your association — ask away!

This webinar is complimentary, but registration is required. 
There will be two Q&A sessions, so please choose the time 
that best fits your schedule — or feel free to join both.

Train with the WASB. Formerly subscription-based  
offerings, the WASB’s Online Learning Platform and 

Updated Wisconsin School Laws will become  
member benefits as of July 1. 

The WASB Online Learning Platform provides board 
members and administrators with comprehensive online 

training, while the Updated Wisconsin School Laws 
provide reference to current Wisconsin school statutes 

and the administrative rules of the Wisconsin DPI. 

Visit WASB.org to stay informed and up to date.

New Member Benefits
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In such an environment, the only way districts can boost revenues to maintain 

their budgets to try to keep pace with inflation is to ask voters to pass a 

referendum to override their revenue cap.

State Budget Slowly Moving to 
Decision-Making Phase
With public hearings complete, pace could pick up with 
anticipated Wisconsin Supreme Court decisions.

A
fter much anticipation, the 
legislature’s budget-writing 
Joint Finance Committee has 
completed its four public hear-

ings on the proposed 2025-27 bien-
nial state budget. Those hearings 
were held in Kaukauna, West Allis, 
Hayward and Wausau, drawing 
hundreds of Wisconsinites who 
offered testimony. 

We want to express our special 
thanks to the many school board 
members, administrators, parents, 
educators and other community 
members who spoke out in favor 
of public school funding at those 
JFC hearings.

With the conclusion of the public 
hearings, the 16 members of the JFC 
now shift from listening mode to 
decision-making mode as they 
prepare to begin voting on changes to 
the governor’s recommended budget. 
In our column last month, we 
detailed that the Legislature will not 
be making decisions on big areas of 
the budget — like school aids — until 
a couple of highly anticipated Wis-
consin Supreme Court decisions are 
announced. Both cases center around 
challenges to the governor’s veto 

power. As of this writing, oral argu-
ments have been held in each case, 
but decisions have not been issued.

The JFC co-chairs have indicated 
they will write their own version of 
the budget using the state’s existing 
budget as their base. This is typical 
of how the Legislature has handled 
Gov. Evers’ previous budget pro-
posals. Nevertheless, many of the 
provisions recommended by the 
governor may still be considered as 
options when the committee holds 
its voting sessions. The committee 
largely works from budget papers 
prepared by the non-partisan Legis-
lative Fiscal Bureau, which are 
expected in mid-May. These papers 
address specific budget topics and 
outline various options for the com-
mittee to consider.  

Two years ago, the committee 
took its first vote May 2, stripping 
545 “policy items” from the gover-
nor’s budget. The committee often 
begins with smaller agency requests 
before mid-May, but there is no 
target date for votes to begin. In 
addition to the pending decisions 
from the Supreme Court, the com-
mittee co-chairs have acknowledged 

additional unknowns that could 
impact this budget, such as possible 
cuts in federal spending.

We will continue to cover devel-
opments as they happen. Consider 
subscribing to new posts from the 
Legislative Update blog or tuning 
into the weekly Capitol Chat webi-
nars. These brief (30 minutes or less) 
webinars cover current events 
related to K-12 education at the 
federal and state government levels. 
Held at noon nearly every Friday of 
budget season, they also give you an 
opportunity to ask questions. 
Recordings are available afterward 
on our website or the WASB 
YouTube page.

■	 Still time to reach out to your 
legislators

There is still time to reach out to 
your legislators — whether you’re 
reaching out for the first time or 
want to reemphasize concerns 
you’ve already raised with them. 

Typically, the JFC meetings at 
which votes are taken, called execu-
tive sessions, begin during the first or 
second week of May and run through 
Memorial Day, often extending 
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through early- to mid-June. 
Take the two most recent budget 

cycles, for example. In 2023, the JFC 
held executive sessions from May 2 
through June 22 (school funding 
decisions were made on June 13).  
In 2021, the JFC held nine executive 
sessions from May 6 through June 
17 (school funding on May 27).  

However, there is no set pattern 
or schedule as to when the JFC will 
make its K-12 education funding 
decisions; recently it’s been some-
where in the middle of the commit-
tee’s executive session schedule. 
Further, once the budget bill leaves 
the JFC, very few changes happen. 
This makes your immediate advo-
cacy and action vitally important.

The WASB continues to advocate 
for the state budget priorities laid out 
in our 2025 Legislative Agenda. 
Those include seeking a significant 
increase in the state’s commitment to 
reimburse districts for special educa-
tion costs and an increase in spend-
able resources for school districts that 
meets or exceeds the rate of inflation. 

The WASB also supports an 
increase in the low revenue ceiling for 
the state’s lowest spending districts.  
The low revenue ceiling aims to 
narrow gaps in per pupil spending 
between the lowest spending districts 

and higher spending districts by 
allowing an increase in per pupil 
spending up to a level set by the Legis-
lature without referendum approval. 

■	 Why is your advocacy important? 
Since the mid-1990s, school district 
spending has been tightly controlled 
by state-imposed revenue limits. 
These limits restrict what schools can 
spend on teachers, staff, textbooks or 
other instructional materials, sup-
plies, transportation, routine mainte-
nance for facilities and all the other 
things our kids and schools need to 
operate. These limits, by themselves, 
would not necessarily be a problem if 
the state allowed reasonable increases 
over time.  

Since 2009, schools haven’t been 
allowed increases in spendable 
resources that met inflation in any 
school year. In three separate school 
years, no additional spendable 
dollars were provided to schools.

In such an environment, the only 
way districts can boost revenues to 
maintain their budgets to try to keep 
pace with inflation is to ask voters to 
pass a referendum to override their 
revenue cap. It is little wonder that 
an increasing number of districts 
find themselves reliant on referen-
dums to maintain operations.

■	 Recent referendum results may  
be worrisome

The most recent school district refer-
endum results stem from the April 1 
election, when 81 school districts 
went to referendum with 89 total 
questions. Of those, 52 passed while 
37 failed, translating to an overall 
passage rate of 58.4%. This rep-
resents a significant decline from  
the November elections that saw  
a passage rate above 77%. 

Similar to November, capital 
referenda continue to pass at a 
higher rate than operational refer-
enda, with passage rates of 64.5% 
and 55.2%, respectively. See below 
for more specific information on 
referenda results statewide.

▪	 Capital Referenda (Issue Debt) 
= 20 passed, 11 failed (64.5%)

▪	 Non-recurring Referenda  
= 31 passed, 22 failed (58.5%)

▪	 Recurring Referenda  
= 1 passed, 4 failed (20%)

▪	 Overall = 52 passed, 37 failed 
(58.4% passage rate)

One way districts can avoid or 
forestall going to referendum is by 
convincing lawmakers to provide 
inflationary increases in spendable 
resources for schools. ◾
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We urge you to contact your lawmakers by doing one of the following: 

▪ You may still submit written comments to the JFC. Comments can be emailed to the committee at  
budget.comments@legis.wisconsin.gov or submitted online at legis.wisconsin.gov/topics/budgetcomments. 

▪ Attend a local listening session held by your legislators and speak about your budget priorities. 

▪ Invite legislators to your schools to share your budget priorities and solicit their feedback. 

▪ Send an email or letter to your legislators outlining your district’s budget priorities.

View the WASB’s advocacy resources by visiting WASB.org and hovering over “Services & Resources” and 
“Advocacy & Government Relations.” There, advocates will find information about the Legislative Update  
blog, Capital Chat webinars, state budget webpage, state bill tracker, Advocacy Toolkit and more. ◽
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Important Legal Considerations When 
Investigating Student Misconduct

Reasonable suspicion means that the search must be reasonable at 

its inception and reasonable in scope based on the circumstances of 

the investigation.

S
tudent investigations are 
common in schools — from 
investigating a relatively minor 
classroom misconduct incident 

to coordinating an investigation with 
law enforcement regarding students 
dealing drugs at school. Administra-
tors, not school board members, 
conduct student investigations. 
However, school board members 
should have a general understanding 
of the process schools use to investi-
gate student matters because board 
members might be involved if the 
investigation leads to an expulsion 
recommendation. The expulsion 
process requires board member 
impartiality, so it is important  
that board members not get overly 
involved until an expulsion hearing. 

This Legal Comment will gener-
ally address the essential legal con-
siderations involved in investigating 
student matters. This Legal 
Comment does not address specific 
investigation processes that would 
be applicable to specific types of  
allegations such as discrimination, 
harassment, or Title IX violations. 
This information should help board 
members understand some of the 
more notable legal obligations that 
administrators must follow in con-
ducting student investigations.

■	 Administrator interviews  
with students

Administrators typically start an 
investigation by talking to the stu-
dents involved in the incident along 
with any witnesses. Importantly, in 
student investigations, students  
have no right to have their parents 
or anyone else present when admin-
istrators interview them. Students 
also do not have a “right to remain 
silent” when interviewed by admin-
istrators. Administrators can disci-
pline students for refusing to talk  
to them about allegations that the 
student violated school rules. 

■	 Student searches and seizures
Student investigations can lead to 
situations where administrators need 
to obtain physical evidence directly 
from a student. The administrator 
can ask the student for consent to 
perform a lawful search, but the 
student must give consent volun-
tarily, the student must have control 
over any property requested for 
search, and the search cannot exceed 
the scope of the consent. 

School administrators may search 
students’ person and their belong-
ings without consent if they have 
reasonable suspicion that the search 
will lead to evidence of a violation of 

school rules. Reasonable suspicion 
means that the search must be  
reasonable at its inception and rea-
sonable in scope based on the  
circumstances of the investigation.1 
A search is reasonable at its incep-
tion if the investigator and adminis-
tration suspect the search will result 
in evidence of violation of school 
rules. However, a school adminis-
trator cannot conduct a strip search, 
regardless of the circumstances, 
because such searches are expressly 
prohibited by state law.2

Administrators may search 
lockers without notifying the  
student and without a search 
warrant so long as the district has a 
written policy expressing ownership 
and possessory control of school 
lockers and students received notice 
of the policy.3 However, administra-
tors may not search backpacks or 
jackets within the locker without 
reasonable suspicion.

A vehicle search usually requires 
a search warrant executed by law 
enforcement. However, if a student 
parks their vehicle on school 
grounds, administration may search 
it if the administration has reason-
able suspicion that the car contains 
evidence of a violation of school 
rules. Additionally, it is a common 
practice for schools to require both 
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It is very important that school administration and law enforcement have a 
common understanding of whether a given investigation is being led by law 

enforcement or by school administration.

students and parents to give consent 
to any search of a student’s vehicle 
in exchange for the district granting 
the student the privilege of parking 
on school property. This practice 
gives increased flexibility to adminis-
trators who might want to search a 
student’s vehicle that is parked on 
school grounds for evidence of a 
potential infraction of school rules. 

Administrators should proceed 
with special caution with respect to 
searching a student’s cell phone 
because cell phones contain so much 
private information that students 
have a heightened privacy interest  
in the contents of their cell phones. 
Trying to obtain consent from the 
student and/or parent is a good 
starting point. However, if the 
administrator cannot obtain consent, 
the administrator might be able to 
search certain contents of the cell 
phone with reasonable suspicion.4

The administrator needs to be 
especially cautious that the search  
of a student’s cell phone is reason-
able at its inception. For example,  
if the alleged misconduct is a fight, 
there is no reasonable suspicion to 
search the phone unless the adminis-
tration has reasonable suspicion that 
a student involved in the fight also 
recorded the fight on their cell phone 
in violation of school rules. 

Additionally, the search of the 
cell phone must be reasonable in 
scope. If the administration received 
a report that a student was using 
their cell phone to organize a drug 
deal at school through text mes-
sages, that may give the adminis-
trator reasonable suspicion to search 

the cell phone’s text messages. 
However, if the administrator is not 
able to find evidence of drug dealing 
in those text messages, it is unlikely 
the administrator can start searching 
through the pictures on the cell 
phone, because there is no reason-
able suspicion to expand the search. 

■	 The involvement of law enforcement
Administrators must make tough 
decisions regarding the involvement 
of law enforcement in a student 
investigation. An administrator will 
need to consider the benefits of their 
involvement with the potential dis-
ruption it could cause the school. 
Some districts have adopted specific 
policies that govern when the admin-
istration can contact law enforce-
ment, such as for safety concerns 
like drugs or weapons. School dis-
tricts might also have a school 
resource officer that assists adminis-
trators with student discipline inves-
tigations that might also have a law 
enforcement component. Districts 
that have school resource officers 
often have a memorandum of under-
standing with law enforcement that 
outlines when and how these officers 
will become involved in student 
discipline matters.

Administrators must also be 
aware of some important legal con-
siderations when involving law 
enforcement. In general, if law 
enforcement is acting at the  
direction of school administration, 
law enforcement can follow the 
same legal standards that apply to 
the school administration regarding 
interviewing and search and seizure 

of students. However, when law 
enforcement is acting on its own to 
investigate a student for potential 
criminal matters, law enforcement 
must comply with the more stringent 
law enforcement requirements for 
interviewing and search and seizure 
of students. Therefore, it is very 
important that school administration 
and law enforcement have a 
common understanding of whether a 
given investigation is being led by 
law enforcement or by school 
administration.

In general, administration has  
the discretion, to the extent provided 
by applicable board policy, to deter-
mine whether law enforcement can 
talk to students or employees during 
the school day. Administration can 
make such decisions on a case-by-
case basis considering the potential 
disruption, the nature and location 
of the offense, and any safety con-
cerns in a delay. 

If law enforcement presents a 
valid judicial warrant to take a 
student into custody, administration 
needs to comply with the warrant. 
Administration should take down 
the name and badge number of the 
officers, ask for the warrant to 
review and make a copy of, and 
consult with legal counsel if uncer-
tain about the documents and  
information provided by law 
enforcement. Administration might 
also want to offer to call the student 
down to the office to limit the poten-
tial disruption to the educational 
environment. If law enforcement 
arrests a student at school and 
removes the student from school 
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[continued]L E G A L  C O M M E N T

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.

grounds, the district will want to 
contact the student’s family and 
notify them of the situation. 

■	 Conclusion
Investigating student conduct 
involves multiple important legal 
principles, especially with respect  
to search and seizure and the 
involvement of law enforcement. 
School boards might want to review 
board policies to ensure they reflect 
the law and meet the board’s policy 
objectives. Having administration 
collaborate with law enforcement  
in advance of an imminent safety 
concern warranting law enforcement 

involvement is important. This col-
laboration will help the school board 
draft proactive and effective policies 
regarding student investigations. ◾

This Legal Comment was written by Sandra 
G. Cohen and Brian P. Goodman, of 
Boardman & Clark LLP, WASB Legal Counsel. 
For related articles, see Wisconsin School 
News: “Developments Regarding Reasonable 
Suspicion Searches” (Jan. 2022); “School 
Resources Officers’” (December 2018); 
“Searching Student Cell Phones” (May 
2016); and “Reasonable Suspicion for 
Student Searches” (Oct. 2009).

	 1.	 New Jersey v. T.L.O., 469 U.S. 325 
(1985). 

	 2.	 Wis. Stat. § 948.50. 

	 3.	 Wis. Stat. § 118.325. 

	 4.	 Case law from outside of Wisconsin 
highlights the need for a case-by-case 
analysis when searching a student’s 
cell phone. Compare Klump v. Nazareth 
Area School District, 425 F. Supp. 2d 
622 (E.D. Pa. 2006) (holding that the 
administration’s search of a confiscated 
cell phone violated the student’s Fourth 
Amendment rights due to lack of 
reasonable suspicion) with J.W. v. 
Desoto County School District, No. 
09-155 (N.D. Miss. Nov. 11, 2010); 
G.C. v. Owensboro Pub. Sch., 711 F.3d 
623 (6th Cir. 2013); In re Rafael C., 
245 Cal. App. 4th 1288, 200 Cal. Rptr. 
3d 305 (2016) (holding that certain 
searches of a cell phone by administra-
tion were permissible).

 WASB 
Legal Services
The WASB Legal & Human Resources 
Services staff offers assistance to school 
board members and administrators 
throughout the state. Staff attorneys can 
assist with a variety of employment, human 
resources, school and labor law issues to 
help your district make sound 
management decisions.

Contact the WASB today  
to work with an experienced 
WASB attorney.

Legal & Human Resources Services   |  608-257-2622  |  833-320-5333  |  Visit wasb.org
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Educational Services and Products
2 0 2 5  W A S B  S E R V I C E  A S S O C I A T E S

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, brayarch.com
mwolfert@brayarch.com

Architecture, interior design,  
planning, referendum support.

▶ C.D. Smith, Construction, Inc.

920-216-9081, cdsmith.com
tmuellenbach@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
teresaw@eua.com, eua.com

Architectural design, engineering and service 
leader known for inspired design.

▶ Hoffman Planning, Design  
& Construction, Inc.

800-236-2370
jandres@hoffman.net, hoffman.net

Integrated planning, design, and  
construction firm that partners with 
Wisconsin school districts to provide 
everything from facility assessments, 
referendum services, renovations, and 
additions, to new design and construction, 
to solar and energy upgrades, 
enhancements, and more.

▶ J.H. Findorff & Son Inc.

608-257-5321
efreeman@findorff.com, findorff.com

Proud to support schools across Wisconsin  
by providing long-range planning services 
beginning with facility assessments and capital 
maintenance plans. Since 2013, we have 
completed $2 billion in small-to-large 
renovations, additions and new construction 
projects through our award-winning pre-
referendum communications strategies and 
project management leadership.

▶ JP Cullen

608-754-6601, jpcullen.com
Sean Cullen,  
sean.cullen@jpcullen.com

A family-owned, full-service construction 
management firm that specializes in 
budgeting, planning and constructing the 
tough jobs.

▶ Miron Construction Co., Inc.

920-969-7334  
megan.prestebak@miron-construction.com
miron-construction.com

A leader in the educational market, having 
completed over $1 billion in K-12 construction. 
Services include; construction management, 
design/build, facilities master planning, 
pre-construction services & referendum 
planning services.

▶ Performance Services
847-466-7720, Brian Ondyak 
bondyak@performanceservices.com
performanceservices.com
Delivers high-performing construction projects 
with controlled cost, increased project speed, 
and high-quality outcomes. Complete pre-
referendum services, facility master planning, 
architectural design, engineering, construction, 
and project management.

▶ 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 management, general 
contracting and design-build firm, with over 
$1B in K12 education project 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
414-765-3827
bairdpublicfinance@rwbaird.com
rwbaird.com/publicfinance
Our team provides school financing solutions 
including: long range capital planning, services 
related to debt issuance, investment advisory 
services and referendum assistance.

▶ PMA Financial Network, LLC
414-436-4584
ekass@pmanetwork.com
pmanetwork.com
PMA has serviced Wisconsin school districts 
since 1988, currently providing financial 
services to more than 230 Wisconsin districts. 
Our financial services include public finance, 
investment, banking, cash flow and bond 
proceeds management.

 | 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
Phil.R.Lucca@EMCIns.com
Property and casualty insurance.

▶ Foster & Foster Consulting  
Actuaries, Inc.
262-522-6415, foster-foster.com
Sarah.plohocky@foster-foster.com
Actuarial and employee benefit  
consulting services.

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

▶ 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
262-953-7177
Alyssa.Bauer@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.

▶ WEA Member Benefits
800-279-4030
aerato@weabenefits.com,  
weabenefits.com
We have provided retirement savings and 
investment programs, financial planning 
services and insurance to school employees 
and their families for nearly 50 years. We also 
provide financial education and employee 
benefit solutions to help districts recruit and 
retain staff.
 | Leadership Consulting
▶ Excel Leadership, LLC
262-420-0799
brian@excelleader.org
excelleader.org
We facilitates development of strategic plans 
for school districts, workshops to improve 
board and administration relationships, tools 
and processes for more effective board 
governance, and mentoring of district 
leadership.

 | 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 Wisconsin 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.
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Visit WASB.org for complete information.   |   608-257-2622   |  info@WASB.org

WASB 101: ASK THE WASB

The 2025 Summer Learning Symposium  
brings Wisconsin school leaders together  

to navigate the changing educational landscape 
and discuss practical solutions. Bring your fellow 

board members, share your experiences and 
learn alongside your peers.

To learn more, register and view the full  
agenda as the symposium approaches, visit  

WASB.org/2025-summer-learning-symposium.

Wondering how the WASB operates? Curious 
about our members’ key initiatives? Want to 
know how to get more involved? Ask us! This 
special webinar lets you, the member, take the 

lead. Submit questions and join live as WASB staff 
members directly answer your questions about 
our advocacy, legal services, member services 

and anything else you want to know. This is your 
association—ask away!

This webinar is complimentary, but registration 
is required. Learn more and submit questions at 
WASB.org/meeting-and-events/webinar-catalog.

SUMMER LEARNING 
SYMPOSIUM

 
MAY 20, 2025 

Webinar
JULY 11-12, 2025  

Stevens Point
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