


BECOME EVEN MORE EFFECTIVE WITH 
WASB BOARDDOCS PRO!
Take your meeting management to the next level with the most robust 
board management tool available. Designed to fit the needs of school 

Some features include:

Focused. Accountable. Data-Savvy.

Advanced document workflow with electronic approvals from an unlimited 
number of document submitter 

Integrated strategic plan and goal tracking

Automatic generation of minutes and live meeting control panel 
for all board actions

Much more!

Integrated private annotations for executive users

Learn more! 
BoardDocs.com 
(800) 407-0141

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

WASB_boarddocspro_8.25”x10.75.pdf   1   02/04/2019   21:30



BECOME EVEN MORE EFFECTIVE WITH 
WASB BOARDDOCS PRO!
Take your meeting management to the next level with the most robust 
board management tool available. Designed to fit the needs of school 

Some features include:

Focused. Accountable. Data-Savvy.

Advanced document workflow with electronic approvals from an unlimited 
number of document submitter 

Integrated strategic plan and goal tracking

Automatic generation of minutes and live meeting control panel 
for all board actions

Much more!

Integrated private annotations for executive users

Learn more! 
BoardDocs.com 
(800) 407-0141

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

WASB_boarddocspro_8.25”x10.75.pdf   1   02/04/2019   21:30

D E P A R T M E N T S  &  C O L U M N S

UNDERSTANDING HOW STUDENTS ARE DEALING WITH LIFE AND LEARNING DURING COVID  — page 4

Top 3 Referendum Mistakes 
Curt Wiebelhaus

An owner’s representative 
explains where many referendum 
construction projects go wrong

20
Employee Recognition 
Reimagined
Elmbrook School District rethinks 
the awards process and creates 
an Oscars-like event

12

Intentional Communication 
Liam Goldrick

Effective conversations in a time 
of discord and division

16

 2 News Briefs  

 3 Viewpoint — We’re Adapting as Your Needs Change

26  Association News — 2021 Fall Regional Meetings,  

         WASB Civil Rights Training, Online Learning Platform Expands,  

         Wisconsin School Board Members Meet with Congressional Delegation

28  Capitol Watch —  2021-23 State Budget Recap

30  Legal Comment —  Spending COVID-19 Federal Relief Funds

Students Speak Up 
Wisconsin Institute for Public  
Policy and Service

Learning, coping and building 
resilience during COVID-19

4

Photo by Allison Shelley for EDUimages

 

Wisconsin School News (USPS 688-560)  
is published 10 issues per year by the  

Wisconsin Association of School Boards, Inc.,  
122 W. Washington Avenue, Madison, WI 53703.

Contents © 2021 Wisconsin Association of School Boards, Inc. 
Subscriptions are available to nonmembers for $90 per year. 

Periodicals postage is paid at Madison, Wis., and other 
additional entry offices.

The views expressed in Wisconsin School News are  
those of the authors and do not necessarily represent WASB 

policies or positions.
POSTMASTER: Send address changes to  

Wisconsin School News, 122 W. Washington Ave.,  
Madison, WI 53703.

THE  OFF IC IAL  PUBL ICAT ION  
OF  THE  WISC ONSIN  AS SOCIAT ION  

OF  SC HOOL  BOARDS,  INC.

John H. Ashley
Executive Editor

Sheri Krause
Editor 

Director of Communications

▪ R E G I O N A L  O F F I C E S  ▪
122 W. Washington Avenue 

Madison, WI 53703 
Phone: 608-257-2622 

Fax: 608-257-8386

132 W. Main Street 
Winneconne, WI 54986 
Phone: 920-582-4443 

Fax: 920-582-9951

▪  A D V E R T I S I N G  ▪
608-556-9009 • tmccarthy@wasb.org

▪  W A S B  O F F I C E R S  ▪

John H. Ashley
Executive Director

Sue Todey
Sevastopol, Region 3 

President

Barbara Herzog
Oshkosh, Region 7 
1st Vice President

Rosanne Hahn
Burlington, Region 13 

2nd Vice President

Bill Yingst, Sr.
Durand-Arkansaw, Region 4
Immediate Past President

▪  W A S B  B O A R D  O F  D I R E C T O R S  ▪
Linda Flottum 

Turtle Lake, Region 1

Capt. Terry McCloskey, 
USN Retired 

Three Lakes, Region 2

Jim Bouché 
Wausau, Region 5

Mary Jo Rozmenoski 
Black River Falls, Region 6

Andrew Maertz 
Reedsville, Region 8

Mike Humke 
Dodgeville, Region 9

Bill Wipperfurth 
Lodi, Region 10

Brett Hyde 
Muskego-Norway,  

Region 11

Tom Weber 
Sun Prairie, Region 12

Sequanna Taylor 
Milwaukee, Region 14

Cherie Rhodes  
Slinger, Region 15

August 2021 | Volume 76 Number 1



1 in 4
S T A T  O F  T H E  M O N T H

One in four U.S. teachers say they may leave before the end of the school year, 
up from one in six prior to the pandemic. Source: Rand Corporation 

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

A new map of internet speed and 
availability across Wisconsin can 
help education leaders pinpoint 

gaps in availability and affordability.
The U.S. Department of Com-

merce’s “Indicators of Broadband 

Need” map combines data sources 
to help users understand broadband 
access from multiple levels. 

For example, the map uses 
Federal Communications Commis-
sion data to show the areas for 

which there is no broadband service 
and census data to show the per-
centage of households in each area 
without internet access.

To find the map, search for “Indi-
cators of Broadband Need map.” □

One in four U.S. teachers say they
may leave before the end of the
school year, up from one in six

prior to the pandemic, according to
a Rand Corporation survey.
Teachers cited a lack of assistance 
with technical work and implemen-
tation of COVID-19 safety measures 
as sources of stress.

Teachers, who responded in 
January and February, were twice  
as likely as other employed adults  
to experience job-related stress and 
three times as likely to have depres-
sion symptoms. 

“Teacher stress was a concern 

prior to the pandemic and may have 
only become worse,” wrote policy 
researcher Elizabeth Steiner. Mean-
while, the Partnership for the Future 
of Learning has published a 152-page 
playbook on teacher recruitment, 
preparation and retention efforts.

The playbook asks districts to 
create long-term efforts such as 
teacher residencies and grow-
your-own programs. Federal corona-
virus aid, in particular, can be used 
to “build their teacher pipeline and 
support new teachers’ entry into the 
profession,” the report states. □

A Bloomer High School family and 
consumer sciences/health teacher has 
been named a 2021 National Merit 

Finalist by a national organization.
Charlene Kelley was recognized at 

the virtual national convention of the 
American Association of Family and 
Consumer Sciences held in June. Among 
her other work, Kelley teaches about 
poverty and hunger in her region. 

“I want to instill the value of what  
it means to be food insecure and that it 
happens here,” Kelley said in an article 
published by her alma mater, UW-Stout. 
“There is a problem here and we have 
to work through it.” □

Map Shows Internet Speeds, Availability Across State

Stressed by Pandemic, More Teachers Consider Quitting

Bloomer Teacher  
Wins National Family  
and Consumer  
Sciences Award

The Wisconsin Policy Forum is 
accepting nominations for its 
annual awards that recognize 

outstanding performance by local 
governments, including school districts.

Nomination categories in the  
29th annual Salute to Local Govern-
ment awards include effective  
problem-solving, intergovernmental 
cooperation and private-public  
cooperation.

New this year is an awards cate-

gory to recognize the role local  
governments and school districts 
play in promoting racial equity. A 
special award category for individual 
performance in response to issues 
and challenges created by the 
COVID-19 pandemic has returned  
for a second year.

The deadline for nominations  
is Sept. 3, 2021. To nominate a 
school district or employee, visit  
bit.ly/salute-form. □

Nominations Sought for  
Local Government Awards

T he Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention is reporting that emer-
gency department visits for sus-

pected suicide attempts by adolescent 
girls rose sharply during the pandemic. 

Suicide attempts increased by 
roughly half in February and March  
of this year, compared with the same 
period in 2019.

Meanwhile, the number of emergency 
department visits for suspected suicide 
attempts was stable for teen boys and 
stable among all adults aged 18-25.

Though it is a troubling sign of 
severe distress among teen girls, the 
report does not indicate that suicide 
deaths have risen. The suicide rate 
among people aged 15-24 years saw no 
significant change from the third quarter 
of 2020 compared with a year earlier. □

CDC: Suicide Attempts 
Among Teen Girls Rose  
by 50% During Pandemic
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We’re Adapting as Your Needs Change

S
chool boards in Wisconsin and 
across the nation have seen an 
increased interest in their meet-
ings and proceedings in recent 

months. While many boards have 
long hoped for more community 
engagement, more than a few dis-
tricts have found themselves facing 
some very challenging circumstances 
as tensions rise around responses to 
the ongoing pandemic, curriculum 
offerings and teacher training. 

We know that every school leader 
wants an excellent educational system 
for their community and for all stu-
dents to succeed, regardless of race, 
ethnicity, socio-economic status, 
disability or gender. With that shared 
goal as our focus, the WASB has been 
working to highlight the tools, 
resources, governing strategies and 
leadership practices for school leaders 
to proactively address the increased 
community interest and keep 
working towards excellent educa-
tional outcomes for every student. 

To specifically address the  
recent increased attention on board 
proceedings, the WASB has built  
a Board Officer Training Series as 
part of the new WASB Online 
Learning Platform to provide 
in-depth guidance on effective 
meeting management. 

To go deeper into these topics, 
boards are encouraged to take 
advantage of the WASB’s extensive 
school law and board governance 
expertise. With our cadre of knowl-

edgeable school attorneys and con-
sultants, we’re able to provide a 
wide range of training and can blend 
legal and governance topics into a 
single, tailored workshop or a series 
of workshops. 

Whether there is an interest in 
learning more about the roles and 
responsibilities of school boards, stra-
tegic planning, policy making, building 
listening skills, handling conflict, or 
any number of other topics, the WASB 
can help. (Consider pairing an Online 
Learning Platform subscription with 
in-person trainings to make the most 
use of your board’s time and resources. 
Watch the recorded webinars on the 
Platform and then bring in a WASB 
attorney or consultant to go in depth.)

In addition, all members can 
access the WASB website at  
WASB.org to read the June 2021 
Policy Perspectives, which focuses  
on the intersection of community 
interest in curriculum with board 
policy, as well as the basics of the 
state’s Open Meetings and Public 
Records laws, complaint procedures 
and effective meeting management. 

This fall, we’ll be hosting work-
shops before each regional meeting 
that focus on effective community 
engagement at board meetings. A 
WASB attorney and consultant will 
review best practices for establishing 
the board agenda, structuring the 
public comment period for produc-
tive input by community members 
and staff, ensuring accessibility and 

other meeting logistics. They will 
also discuss ways to engage with 
community members and staff 
before and after the meeting to 
promote productive dialogue.

For school district staff, the 
WASB launched an online Civil 
Rights Training series in July with 
the law firm Boardman & Clark. 
Training materials are organized into 
student- and employee-focused 
tracks covering topics such as First 
Amendment rights, race-based dis-
crimination and religious freedom. 
(Learn more on page 27.) Please 
encourage your staff to consider 
subscribing to this new training as 
well as the Title IX Training series 
developed last summer.

Building effective community 
engagement is always a valuable use 
of school leaders’ time. Yet we know 
you have other serious challenges in 
front of you — recruiting and 
retaining staff, providing resources 
to assess and meet students’ social 
and emotional needs, ensuring the 
necessary technology and internet 
access, improving opportunities for 
students with disabilities, allocating 
the federal pandemic response 
dollars efficiently, and much more.

As you move forward into the 
new school year, we look forward to 
learning from you on how your 
school district programs, services 
and relationships may have changed 
and how the WASB can best meet 
your needs. ◾

Building effective community engagement is always a valuable  

use of school leaders’ time.

Connect with the WASB!      Twitter @wasbwi       Facebook  facebook.com/WISchoolBoards
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UpSpeak Students 
Learning, coping and building 
resilience during COVID-19

Photo by Allison Shelley  
for EDUimages
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S
eeking to better understand 
how Wisconsin high school stu-
dents are coping with school, 
learning and life in general 
during COVID-19, “The 

Voices of Wisconsin Students Project: 
Learning, Coping and Building Resil-
ience During COVID-19” looked to 
understand in more detail the nature 
of students’ sources of stress and 
anxiety and their thoughts on what 
support they need. Equally important 
was to identify, strengthen and rein-
force examples of students’ success 
and resiliency.1

To gather this feedback, the Wis-
consin Institute for Public Policy and 
Service Research Partners (a unit of the 
University of Wisconsin System) and the 
Medical College of Wisconsin con-
ducted 13 virtual focus groups with a 
total of 96 Wisconsin high school stu-
dents in January and February 2021. 
The students came from 29 Wisconsin 
counties; 46 rural, urban and suburban 
communities; and 56 high schools. 

By compiling and sharing this infor-
mation, the “voices” of Wisconsin 
students can help policymakers and 
stakeholders make more informed and 
targeted decisions about how to support 
students during challenging times. This 
information can also help inform local 
communities about the need 
for additional resources to 
address students’ situations.

This article summarizes 
the key findings of the focus 
groups. The full report pro-
vides examples and illus-

trates feedback and input from the 
student participants. 

The “Voices of Wisconsin Students” 
project was supported by the Wisconsin 
Department of Health Services 
with funding from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention and 
developed with input from many addi-
tional partners, including the Wisconsin 
Department of Public Instruction, the 
Wisconsin Office of Children’s Mental 
Health, and the University of Wiscon-
sin-Extension.

 |Stress, anxiety and depression
Many focus group participants 
reported that they, along with their 
peers, experienced high (and 
increasing) levels of stress, anxiety 
and, in some cases, depression 
during the pandemic. For some of 
the students, COVID-19 exacerbated 
existing mental health challenges. 
Students’ reported: challenges with 
virtual school and learning during 
COVID-19; concerns about keeping 
up with homework, grades and 
study skills; uncertain futures; lack 
of connections with teachers, peers 
and school; diminished social oppor-
tunities; and isolation. While many 
students reported struggling during 
COVID-19, some did indicate that 

their stress and anxiety had 
decreased during COVID-19 due to 
factors such as more sleep, more 
time to oneself, more time to work 
out, less pressure to hang out and be 
social, and a smooth adjustment to 
their learning model. 

One student discussed her mental 
health during a focus group, saying: 

“The schoolwork can really cause your 
mental health to go downhill, because 
you’re worried about it. And then a lot 
of people, like me, take school very 
seriously, and like to be in a good 
place with grades. I like to be proud of 
my grades and stuff like that, and I 
know people like that are really having 
a tough time.”

“I feel like at the end of the day, once 
this whole COVID situation goes 
away, I’m going back to losing the 
people skills and losing the skills to 
know how to study. How do you be 
in a classroom and aren’t afraid to 
ask a teacher a question? It’s like, 
you’re re-teaching a baby how to 
walk or something. It's harder now.”

“… Social-wise, I feel like my 
anxiety just goes up whenever I see 
someone because I just kind of 
panic. My friends surprised me for 

my birthday a couple 
months ago, and I was ter-
rified. I was like, ‘OK, just 
stay away.’ And they were 
close enough to each 
other, but they were all 
wearing masks. But I was 

T H E  V O I C E S  O F  W I S C O N S I N  S T U D E N T S  P R O J E C T

Many focus group participants reported  
that they, along with their peers, experienced  

high (and increasing) levels of stress, anxiety and, 
in some cases, depression during the pandemic.
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just like 10 feet away, saying, ‘Hi.’ 
Yeah, they teased me so much about 
it. I feel like even when I go back to 
school, it’s just going to be strange, 
seeing everyone and being able to go 
close to them.”  

Many focus group participants 
reported that they perceived an increase 
in the use of drugs, alcohol and vaping 
products among their peers. A lack of 
other healthy coping mechanisms for 
pressures, stress, anxiety and declining 
mental health during COVID-19 were 
the primary reasons the students cited 
for the increase. Other reasons they 
noted included boredom, more free 
time, a lack of supervision at home, 
tensions at home with parents and/or 
difficult home situations, and peer 
pressure. Some noted that substances 
help students alleviate feelings of fear, 
isolation and loneliness that many 
experienced during COVID-19. Some 

students expressed that spending more 
time at home may have decreased drug 
and alcohol use among some students. 

“Specifically within the people that 
I’ve talked to, it’s been increasing 
due to the increase of mental health 
issues. They’re just trying to escape 
from it, and they’re turning to drugs 
and alcohol to escape that.”  

“I think it’s gone up because I know 
before COVID, a lot of people would 
use alcohol and drugs as a coping 
mechanism for their everyday life,  
and then you throw a one-in-a-million 
thing into their life that will massively 
affect it, it’s just very stressful.”

“I think that with this pandemic, a lot 
of people who weren’t using drugs 
started to use drugs just because of the 
stress, and they have nothing else to 
help them cope with what's going on.”

 |Challenges of virtual  
school and learning

Virtual learning was described as a 
significant struggle and challenge for 
the vast majority of focus group 
participants. This included students 
in fully virtual models as well as 
those in blended or hybrid models 
and those who engaged in virtual 
learning on a periodic basis (for 
example, during isolation or quaran-
tine).2 The nature of their concerns 
and struggles manifested in several 
ways, including a sense that virtual 
learners are not a high priority, espe-
cially for schools that simultaneously 
implemented virtual and in-person 
models; difficulty accessing teachers 
or receiving timely help; a lack of 
hands-on learning opportunities and 
engaging strategies for remote 
learning; increased distractions while 
trying to learn at home; challenges 

T H E  V O I C E S  O F  W I S C O N S I N  S T U D E N T S  P R O J E C T

Many focus group participants reported that they perceived an increase in  

the use of drugs, alcohol and vaping products among their peers.
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with time management and keeping 
track of assignments and due dates; 
significant increases in workload; 
decreases in motivation; and tempta-
tions to do the bare minimum needed 
to complete assignments. Despite the 
challenges, virtual learning provided 
some students with a greater sense of 
independence, flexibility and ability 
to learn at their own pace. Even 
students who strongly disliked 
attending school virtually could point 
to several things they learned that 
will help them be better students in 
the future, including being more of a 
self-advocate in reaching out to 
teachers, structuring their day more 
efficiently, and understanding their 
personal learning preferences.

“Attending virtual feels like my 
school is treating my decision to be 
online as what I would prefer, but 
it’s put behind the in-person. Some 
teachers don’t post that day’s work 
until 3 o’clock in the afternoon. We 

are not their priority. I am not as 
important. That’s what it feels like.” 

“In-person days are a knowledge 
dump. Teachers try to get in as much 
as possible and at-home days students 
are working on their own. We are  
supposed to ask questions [when at 
home] but the teachers aren’t available 
— they are teaching the other half.”

“One of the positives for me is prob-
ably new hobbies. And I guess I feel 
I’m being more independent, espe-
cially during this time, it gives you 
more time to focus on your home-
work or understand things better. 
Definitely, for me, that was one of 
the positives. I kind of saw myself in 
a different state of just focusing on 
school a bit more and just seeing 
what I can do to help out.”

 |Connectedness and belonging
Many of the students who partici-
pated in the focus groups expressed 
feelings of grief surrounding the loss 
of aspects of their high school expe-
rience. The cancellation of sports, 
clubs, band, choir, performing arts 
and other extracurricular activities 
was noted as a significant loss for 
many students. For some students, 
the lack of sports made it harder for 
them to stay on track with their 
schoolwork given the routine struc-
ture that practices and athletic activ-

T H E  V O I C E S  O F  W I S C O N S I N  S T U D E N T S  P R O J E C T
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ities typically provide. Several 
student-athletes noted the negative 
impacts on their physical health. 
Some students expressed frustration 
that sports were taking place at their 
school, but their clubs were not. 

 Many of the students in the focus 
groups expressed a lack of connected-
ness to their school, teachers and 
friends. This was especially pronounced 
for the students in virtual learning 
environments. In-person students were 
more likely to express that they felt like 
people at school cared about them and 
they did not feel left out. 

Access to friends and the ability 
to make friends is a key aspect of 
students feeling a connection and 
sense of belonging. Overwhelmingly, 
they missed their friends and oppor-
tunities to socialize. Even students 
who attended in person expressed 
barriers to connecting with friends 
given the need to maintain social 
distancing while in school; being  
on a cohort schedule opposite their 
friends; or being separated from 
others who remained virtual. 

Students who quarantined worried 
about maintaining their connections 
with friends. Students who transitioned 
from middle to high school last fall 
described feeling especially disconnected 
from their school and peers. In several 

cases, freshmen students had never 
physically set foot in their school 
building. Schools that reinforced a 
common understanding of the collective 
challenges of the pandemic helped some 
students feel less alone.

For the students, the ability to see 
and talk with friends and participate in 
sports and extracurricular activities 
were key elements of feeling connected 
to others and their school. There were 
virtual students in several groups who 
expressed the personal challenges they 
experience when they see their class-
mates doing things (sports, social activi-
ties, etc.) that they cannot because they 
or a family member is particularly high 
risk. These students may need addi-
tional support. 

The students identified teachers as 
playing an especially important role in 
helping them feel more connected to 
their school. There were many students 
who recognized that specific teachers 
were making efforts to provide extra 
help; taking extra time to ask them 

how they were doing; reaching out to 
find out why they were not turning in 
assignments; and trying to incorporate 
fun things into their classes. Students 
who are able to connect with their 
teachers in person valued and appreci-
ated those opportunities. At the same 
time, some students expressed frustra-
tion when they asked for help with 
schoolwork and did not get a response.

The student comments illustrate 
the importance of student-teacher 
dynamics in terms of helping students 
feel a greater sense of connectedness 
and belonging. For virtual learners, 
the loss of opportunities for sponta-
neous interactions with their teachers 
may have exacerbated their feelings  
of disconnectedness. The importance 
of the student-teacher relationship 
may be even more pronounced during 
heightened times of uncertainty, 
putting greater expectations on 
teachers for leadership, reassurance 
and emotional support. 

“Our teachers would always put us in 
breakout rooms and stuff. It’s like, 
okay, cool... and I could be the only 
person with my camera on. And I’ll be 
like, ‘Hi, guys, remember me? Three 
months ago, you know, we were all 
back in school.’ And they’d be like, 
‘Wait, what’s your name again...?’”

T H E  V O I C E S  O F  W I S C O N S I N  S T U D E N T S  P R O J E C T

Students who transitioned  
from middle to high school  
last fall described feeling  
especially disconnected  

from their school and peers.

Photo by Allison Shelley  
for EDUimages

8   |  Wisconsin School News



“I am feeling less connected. Teachers 
will tell the in-person kids one thing 
but then never send that info to the 
other kids. I do feel more connected to 
my friends, because my parents are 
letting me hang out with my friends 
and my girlfriend.”

“They try to make it so they promote 
the message that everybody, everyone 
belongs here. But it’s nothing more 
than that. It’s just kind of like they say 
it, but they don’t really do anything 
else to make it clear.”

“I have been asking way more ques-
tions than I have in the past, because  
I want to be connected to my teachers. 
I just kind of decided that on my own, 
that I would have to be more outgoing 
if I was going to be successful.”

 |Getting help: mental  
health and wellness

The students expressed that they 
most commonly turn to friends for 

support with mental health chal-
lenges, followed by their parents. 
School-based resources were per-
ceived by the students as more 
limited or not accessible. It was not 
clear whether friends or parents are 
equipped with the information and 
resources needed to help. Most of 
the students in the focus groups had 
a trusted adult they could talk to 
although this was not always an 
adult at their school. Parents were 
the main adults students said they 
reach out to for help. Some students 
reported having no one to talk to, 
causing them to bottle up their feel-
ings and “suffer in silence.”

The students in the focus groups 
generally struggled to identify school-
based or other resources available to 
help with mental health concerns. Some 
expressed trying to cope on their own. 
Many students recognized and 
expressed a need for more mental health 
resources at their school (specifically 

counselors, therapists and psychologists) 
yet at the same time noted the complex-
ities of asking schools to serve in a 
mental health capacity. While students 
referenced their school counselor as a 
potential source of help, and several did 
describe specific instances where their 
school counselor was an integral source 
of help for them, many shared a per-
ception that the counselors were not 
accessible, were too busy or were 
focused on helping students with prac-

tical problems like scheduling issues, 
and they did not want to burden them.

Stigma was identified by the students 
in the focus groups as the primary 

T H E  V O I C E S  O F  W I S C O N S I N  S T U D E N T S  P R O J E C T

Some students reported having no one  

to talk to, causing them to bottle up  

their feelings and “suffer in silence.”
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reason why kids do not seek help when 
they need it. Many felt that they or their 
peers do not ask for help at school or in 
general because doing so leads to embar-
rassment, fear and shame. Some are 
reluctant or not willing to get help on 
their own because they do not think it 
will help them; because they do not 
want to talk about their personal mental 
health challenges, preferring to handle 
them on their own; or because they do 
not think they deserve help. 

Breaches of trust were also identi-
fied as a reason students are reluctant 
to ask for help. There were several 
instances where students described 
situations where they had reached out 
for help within their school and felt 
that confidentiality was not main-
tained or their problem or concern 
was not taken seriously.

“We have a guidance counselor at our 
school, and she has a lot of great 
resources. However, she’s very busy, so 
it’s difficult. She’s not always available. 
But almost all of our teachers are  
willing to talk about any sort of prob-
lems that we have, and a lot of students 
have a favorite teacher they would go 
to. But my friends and I, we all talk to 
each other. We’re each other’s thera-
pists, and we all just equally dump our 
problems on each other. But we all love 

that we can, we feel comfortable 
enough to do that.”

“Stigma is a pretty big part of it, 
because I have struggled with 
depression and anxiety, and there 
have been times where I have had an 
anxiety attack during class. And all 
my classmates know I have anxiety 
and I struggle with all these issues. 
And yet there’s still this huge stigma 
around depression and anxiety.”  

“I think there is shyness and embar-
rassment. And it can take just one 
time to talk with someone and 
realize that it is helpful.”

“Students and staff are judgy. Our 
guidance counselor and principal say 
no one will know, but it ends up that 
they tell your parents or another 
teacher. I can only think of a couple 
of teachers who would actually help 
and keep it confidential.”

 |Coping and resilience
Despite significant challenges, the 
students we spoke with were finding 
the “silver linings” and reasons to be 
positive. Many students have devel-
oped a greater self-awareness and a 
deeper sense of gratitude for their 
family, close friends, school and 
teachers as well as for their personal 
health and safety during COVID-19. 
Students who were attending school 
in-person (either periodically in a 
hybrid or blended model, or on a 
full-time basis) were appreciative 
that they had that opportunity when 
many other students across the state 
did not. Several in-person students 
were appreciative of their school’s 
attention to, and emphasis on, 
COVID-19 safety. Those students 
described the use of masks, social 
distancing and consistent enforce-
ment of COVID-19 safety precau-
tions by teachers and staff as signs 
that they felt their school was 
keeping them safe. Some students 
developed new interests and new 
ways of spending their time that they 
would not otherwise have had the 
opportunity to develop.

Many students identified specific 
strategies or things that helped them 
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“I think there is shyness and  
embarrassment. And it can take  

just one time to talk with someone  
and realize that it is helpful.”

Photo by Allison Shelley  
for EDUimages
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cope or feel more resilient while trying 
to learn and go to school during 
COVID-19. They include: increasing 
self-awareness of the need  
to relax and recharge; volunteering; 
making opportunities for self-reflec-
tion such as meditation, journaling, 
and religious or spiritual study; 
spending time with pets; releasing 
stress and emotions; participating in 
private therapy; exercising and 
focusing on health; managing and 
organizing time and tasks; listening to 
music or playing an instrument; 
spending time in nature; spending time 
with family; connecting with friends 
online; and driving around in their car.

At the conclusion of each focus 
group, the participants had the option 
to complete an anonymous online 
survey about their experience. The 
students overwhelmingly found the 
focus group to be a positive experience 
and reported that participating posi-
tively impacted their mental health. 
They enjoyed hearing each other’s 
stories and the meeting structure 
allowed the students to feel heard. The 
students reported that the discussions 
were comforting and they gained new 
insights about mental health. 

Beyond an information-gathering 
method, these results suggest that there 
may be additional benefits to pro-
viding students with similar opportu-
nities to engage with one another and 
discuss topics of interest and impor-
tance to them, especially with peers in 
other schools and in other areas of the 
state. This virtual focus group model 
and the process used to gather the 
information underlying this study 
could be replicated in other settings 
such as schools, school districts, com-
munities and youth organizations, or 
applied to other kinds of topic areas. 

“I feel like the people in power should 
respond more to the students and ask 
them how they’re feeling in different 
ways to improve more often.”

“I feel, at the moment, we don’t really 
have as much of a voice. I just really 
want them to get feedback for how 
we’re doing and what we should do  
and what we want, what they should 
do, and what we want them to do.”

“Students should get a bit more of  
a say. It’s kind of hard because, obvi-
ously, coronavirus is a global health 
pandemic, and your parents should 
have some say whether you go back to 
school because it affects the entire 
family. But even just online school, 
even if we could just get input, like, 
hey, this works for me and this doesn’t, 
because we are the ones who are 
learning through online school, and I 
don’t think our parents or teachers can 
really tell what is working for us.” ◾

For more information about the project  
or to access the reports, visit  
wipps.org/research-partners/ 

Access the high school report directly at: 
wipps.org/research-partners/Voices-High-School

Wisconsin Institute for Public Policy  
and Service: 
Sharon Belton, Ph.D., April Bleske-Rechek, Ph.D.,  
Eric Giordano, Ph.D., Julie Bunczak,  
Olivia Rasmussen

Medical College of Wisconsin   
Central Wisconsin: 
Corina Norrbom, M.D., Amy Prunuske, Ph.D., 
Sofie Kjellesvig

1. A separate report summarizes the focus 

group findings from Wisconsin middle 

school students. While the middle and 

high school reports follow a similar 

format and organization, each should 

generally be considered as a stand-

alone document. Although there is some 

overlap in the themes described in the 

two reports, the authors urge caution in 

making side-by-side comparisons of 

similarities and differences between 

middle and high school students in their 

responses to the focus group questions. 

The qualitative focus group data were 

not analyzed to systematically identify 

areas where middle and high school 

students may differ in their experiences. 

All reports can be found at wipps.org/

research-partners/. 

2.  At the time of the focus groups,  

70 of 96 students were in fully virtual 

or blended/hybrid models. Of the 26 

students who were in-person at the 

time of the focus groups in late January 

and early February, many had just 

recently returned to in-person 

learning. Many students experienced 

multiple learning models over the 

course of the year and switched 

between various models.
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 On March 25, a learning 
support specialist at Elm-
brook Schools opened an 
email and burst into tears.

Anusha Mathavaraj Ganesan wasn’t 
emotionally prepared for the out-
pouring of appreciation she read 
that afternoon. She’d been at the 
district part-time for barely a year, 
but the message made clear that she 
had already made an impact. 

Ganesan read accounts of her 
individual attention to students; of 
how she assessed students and 
adjusted her instruction to challenge 
and support them; of how she 
helped introduce a new math curric-
ulum to the schools; and about how 
coworkers saw her as a peer. 

She was reading a letter from 
teachers at four district elementary 
schools nominating her for the dis-
trict’s employee recognition award, 
the Golden Apple. 

Ganesan wasn’t the only Elmbrook 

employee to be touched that day. 
More than 450 staff members in the 
district — more than a third of all 
employees — had been nominated, 
and each one received the letter nomi-
nating them so they could read their 
colleagues’ remarks. 

Widening the program’s impact 
well beyond a few dozen winners was 
one of the district’s main goals when it 
reimagined its employee recognition 

efforts about seven years ago. 
“This nomination process really 

elicits some powerful testimonies to 
our people,” says Chris Thompson, 
chief strategy officer at Elmbrook 
Schools since 2005.

The emphasis on recognizing staff 
at each stage of the process extends 
to finalists, too, as Brookfield Central 
math teacher Trenton Coleman 
recalls. As he was teaching algebra 
this April, the school principal and 
the district’s communications coordi-
nator stepped into his classroom 
carrying a golden envelope. Knowing 
instantly what it meant, Coleman 
listened as the principal recapped his 
time with the district.

“The kids gave me a round of 
applause,” he says.

The second major change to 
Elmbrook’s employee recognition 
program was the ceremony itself. 

They moved from a cafeteria 
event to an Oscars-style, choreo-

Employee Recognition REIMAGINED

“This nomination process really elicits some powerful testimonies to our people.”
— Chris Thompson, chief strategy officer, Elmbrook Schools
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graphed event held at a Brookfield 
cultural arts center. Students share in 
the recognition by announcing the 
winners and joining staff members in 
live and recorded skits. 

Awards shows are known for 
being tedious, but Elmbrook breaks 
up the monotony with humorous 
videos. A “Kids Say the Darndest 
Things” segment asked kids how old 
you have to be to retire (wait until 
your 30s) and how much money you 
need to retire (hold off until you 
have $90 saved up).

Thompson says focusing on each 
stage of the process was a central 
part of the district’s employee recog-
nition makeover. 

 |Focus on process
A traditional awards show puts most 
of the focus on the eventual winner, 
but that approach is contrary to a 
school culture that focuses on shared 
work and shared rewards.

Recognizing employees at each 
step “allows us to do what we do 
and still declare one Golden Apple 

winner,” Thompson said. 
It starts with nominations. Any 

employee can nominate another, and 
the district received about 900 of 
them this spring across 15 award 
categories. Each nomination letter is 
shared with the nominee. 

Coleman received two nomina-
tions for new educator of the year. 
One was from his school’s adminis-
tration team while the other was 
from the mother of a student he 
coached and taught. The mother told 
Coleman she appreciated how hard 

he worked and how he cares about 
his students.

And he has worked hard. Coleman 
began teaching Advanced Placement 
calculus this year and spent time each 
day preparing his lessons.

Christine Schnabl, a substitute 
teacher, was nominated by the prin-
cipal and school secretary at Swanson 
Elementary School.

“There has not been a day when 
we haven’t needed her to fill in 
somewhere — and she does it all 
with grace,” her nomination reads, 
in part. “Christine is a differ-
ence-maker at Swanson!”

Hearing from colleagues was 
especially helpful for substitutes 
during a hectic year in which 
Schnabl said, “You don’t often have 
a lot of time to connect with people 
during the day.”

Nominations are reviewed by a 
planning team, which receives input 
from principals and cuts nominees to 
three to six finalists per category. 
Finalists were notified April 15.

Ganesan learned she was a 
finalist during a Zoom meeting. 

The Elmbrook School District rethinks the awards process, creating an Oscars-like event
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“I saw the senior communica-
tions coordinator in the waiting 
room, and thought she might be in 
the wrong meeting,” she said. 

Her confusion turned to anxiety 
when the principal joined, too. It 
wasn’t a great day to be observed; 
most of her students were away taking 
a test and she planned to occupy the 
remainder with puzzles. She soon 
learned the reason for the visit. 

“Every student in my class said, 
‘Congratulations,’” Ganesan says.

Pre-show jitters were especially 
high in the Coleman household. 
When he was named a finalist, he 
added his fiancée as his guest, but 

then she was named a finalist, too.
“We said the whole time that 

hopefully one of us wins,” he said. 

 |A speech-free gala 
The tone was set early the evening of 
May 3 at the Sharon Lynne Wilson 
Center for the Arts.

Supt. Mark Hansen made his 
entrance during an on-screen Zoom 
call — “I thought it was a full 
virtual event,” he says from his 
home, squinting and rubbing his 
chin theatrically — but a life-size 
cutout shows up in his place, 
revealing it to be an act. He shows 
up in person a few minutes later.

“One of the guiding principles of 
the evening is we can poke fun at 
our superintendent in a fun and 
professional way and we’re given 
license to do that,” Thompson said 
after the event.

In a video played on screen, admin-
istrators and students read snippets of 
nomination letters. “You are always 
smiling, staying late .... You have 
changed our child’s life by giving him 
a voice and helping him reach his 
potential … You always believe I can 
succeed and rejoice in my success … 
Our daughter has flourished under 
your instruction because you make her 
feel smart and confident.”

As the awards got underway, 
Thompson, the event emcee, 
explained the process to the audi-
ence: “Like the Academy Awards, 
you’ll find that our award presenters 
are also award-winning celebrities.”

Thompson introduced several 
standout students, including a young 
woman who is part of the district’s 
transitional service for young adults 
aged 19-21 years with intellectual 
disabilities and/or autism.

“The coolest part of the awards 
show is students handing out the 
awards,” says Coleman, who taught 
the young woman when he was a 
substitute teacher at Brookfield East.

The students describe each cate-
gory, list the finalists and announce 
the winner. 

There are no acceptance speeches 
in order to keep the event running 
briskly and because many winners 
would feel uncomfortable in the 
spotlight. The awards show, like the 
process that came before it, was 
tailored to fit an ethos focused on 

2021 Elmbroom retirees (left to right) Terry Little, Cheryl Flasch, Mia Hot, Judy Horvath,  
Tracy Gillespie, Cheryl Schenk, Jill Kokta, and Lori Golomski were recognized at the event.  

Several recent retirees also recorded a video sharing high points of their careers.
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collaborative achievement rather 
than individual achievement.

“There’s not a lot of pomp and 
circumstance,” Thompson said 
afterward. “Certainly, you should 
feel special and we want them to feel 
that way.”

As each winner took the stage, a 
live announcer introduced them and 
followed it up with a witty remark, 
such as: “Trenton would like to share 
this award with his fiancée, Margaret 
Geertson, because he would be afraid 
he would be single again if he didn’t.”

Foregoing speeches was just fine 
with Schnabl, who was nervous 
enough going on stage and said she 
“didn’t hear a single word that was 
being said.”

Every few awards, a video or a 
skit played to keep the show 
moving. A principal and student 
played a game of “Are You Smarter 
Than a 4th Grader?” Later, retirees 
talked on a recorded video about 
what made their career special. 

A year earlier, Ganesan watched 
the gala online, thinking that it 

would take many years to earn this 
sort of recognition. Now, she was 
taking the stage herself. 

“It provides motivation to new-
comers,” she says, adding that the 
award doesn’t take away from the 
work of her fellow educators. 
“Everyone did so well, was so com-
mitted to the students, but still when 
you get recognized, it motivates new-
comers to the school district.”  ◾

To watch Elmbrook’s 2021 Engaged in 
Excellence Awards show, visit the district 
website at elmbrookschools.org. 

August 2021   |   15

Buelow Vetter Buikema Olson 
& Vliet continues to lead the 
way among school law fi rms 
with the addition of three 
new high-caliber attorneys.

Call 262-364-0300  
or vist us online at
www.buelowvetter.com

Buelow Vetter 
is Growing 
Stronger

SHEILA THOBANI
ATTORNEY

Sheila’s practice focuses on general school 
law, special education law, and employment 
law. She counsels public and private schools 
on topics such as: IDEA complaints and due 
process hearings; IEP and 504 Plan issues; 
student discipline, bullying, harassment, and 
discrimination complaints and investigations.

JENNIFER WILLIAMS
ATTORNEY

Jennifer’s practice focuses on litigation, and 
helping clients navigate the often confusing, 
and stressful phases of a lawsuit.  Whether 
prosecuting or defending an action, Jennifer’s 
experience enables her to focus on strategy, and 
positive outcomes for her clients given her wide 
breadth of familiarity with the courtroom.

CORINNE DUFFY
ATTORNEY

In her practice, Corinne focuses on general 
school law, labor and employment law, and 
litigation. She assists clients in drafting policies, 
procedures, and agreements and advises 
them on various issues, including employment 
contracts; discipline; and discrimination 
complaints and investigations, among others.



T
hen-U.S. Senate candidate 
Abraham Lincoln spoke these 
words in June 1858 in Spring-
field, Ill. His words reflected his 
perception of the deep divisions 

in the United States, a nation “half 
slave and half free,” as he described 
in that same speech, which was deliv-
ered less than three years prior to the 
Civil War that would begin just 
months into his presidency.

Fast forward to 2021 and polit-
ical and racial polarization is once 
again wreaking havoc and splin-
tering local communities. Except 
today, many of the battle lines are 
drawn between competing versions 
of the facts. 

Society has gotten to a place in 

which we sometimes cannot even 
discuss principles or strategies 
because we are stuck arguing about 
basic, provable or disprovable facts. 
Reflecting this nadir in our national 
dialogue, CNN’s #FactsFirst cam-
paign aired a public service adver-
tisement featuring a picture of an 
apple and a voiceover that says: 
“This is an apple. Some people 
might try to tell you it’s a banana.”

Having worked in politics, gov-
ernment, public policy and school 
communications in the District of 
Columbia, Pennsylvania, Vermont 
and Wisconsin for more than 25 
years, I’ve watched the politics of 
mutually assured destruction take 
root and expose our often thread-
bare national fabric. The breakdown 
of democratic and social norms has 
unleashed anger and resentment that 

was long bubbling beneath the 
surface of American life. 

In recent years, tensions boiled 
over amidst instances of police bru-
tality, including the murder of 
George Floyd; the polarizing presi-
dency of Donald Trump; and rebel-
lion against the health and safety 
requirements necessitated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Wisconsin has seen its own share 
of division over the past 10 years, 
evidenced by the historic protests 
against Gov. Scott Walker and Act 10, 
the ongoing political battles between 
the state Legislature and Gov. Tony 
Evers, and last year’s police shooting 
of Jacob Blake in Kenosha that precip-
itated protests and additional violence 
and bloodshed.

School boards and district superin-
tendents must continue navigating 

I N T E N T I O N A L  
    COMMUNICATION

“A house divided against   
itself cannot stand.”

Effective conversations in a time of discord and division |   Liam Goldrick
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Alana’s practice focuses on 
advising public and private 
schools in the areas of general 
school law, special education law, 
and labor and employment law. 
She regularly counsels clients on 
topics such as: student discipline; 
bullying, harassment, and 
discrimination complaints. 

Alana Leffler has 
been promoted 
to a Shareholder 

these choppy waters, as the divisions 
are deep and the turbulence is not 
going away. Schools are continually at 
risk of being drawn into these battles.

On the heels of fights over school 
reopenings and mask mandates this 
past school year, districts in Wisconsin 
and across the country are taking heat 
over issues related to equity. 

Last year, the National School 
Boards Association launched the 
DIRE initiative to assist state school 
board associations and school dis-
tricts in addressing racial inequities 
in education. Many districts across 
the country are engaged in diversity, 
equity and inclusion work because 
they believe in valuing and affirming 
the identities and perspectives of all 
individuals. They recognize they 
must provide equitable opportunities 
for every student.

Certain critics — sometimes pur-
posefully, sometimes unintentionally 
— conflate a focus on educational 
equity intended to close achievement 
gaps with Critical Race Theory, an 
academic concept centered on the 
idea that racism is a social construct 
rather than due solely to individual 
bias or prejudice. Whether one agrees 
or disagrees with CRT, educators 
have a responsibility to ensure that all 
children have a sense of belonging 
and are fully included in their school 
community. 

The Donovan Group, a Wiscon-
sin-based national school communi-
cation firm, believes that effective 
communication begins with trans-
parency and engaging one’s commu-
nity. As public education leaders, 
these should be our starting points, 
even in tumultuous times.

For school districts, engagement 
and assessment are critical. 

Do stakeholders have an oppor-
tunity to address the school board? 

Do families feel heard within 
their individual school and the dis-
trict community? 

Do taxpayers feel they receive 

communication from the district and 
have access to sufficient information 
about the district budget?

Are your stakeholders given 
opportunities to weigh in via regular 
surveys of communications (and 
other topics)?

Does your district have a commu-
nications plan with measurable objec-
tives and that is regularly refined 
based on stakeholder feedback?

Survey data can be useful to 
capture a baseline and track 
improvement over time. Surveys we 
administer on behalf of school dis-
tricts typically ask a series of ques-
tions specific to communication 
practices, as well as “right track/
wrong track” responses. An example 
of this latter type of question is a 
five-point Likert scale item (with 
responses being strongly agree, 
agree, neither agree nor disagree, 
disagree and strongly disagree): 

“I am satisfied with the informa-
tion I receive from the school district.”

“I feel welcome in the school 
district.”

Prior to the pandemic, the 2019 
State of K-12 Customer Experience 
survey of 500 educational leaders 
suggested that nearly all aspired to 
build trust with their stakeholders,  
but too few were confident in their 
district’s ability to deliver on that goal.

The survey found that 90% of 
school and district leaders say that 
building community trust is critical 
to the mission of their organizations, 
but only 52% believe their districts 
could effectively accomplish it. Simi-
larly, engaging parents and commu-
nity members (81%) and effective 
crisis communications (80%) were 
cited among the most important 
communications objectives. Only a 
bare majority of school leaders felt 
their districts could do these things 
effectively.

Our experience is that effective 
school district communication 
requires a mix of intention, planning 
and skill from school districts. 

First and foremost, district 
leaders must be committed to trans-
parent and intentional communica-

Our experience is that effective school district communication requires  
a mix of INTENTION, PLANNING AND SKILL from school districts.

August 2021   |   17



tion. When that mindset exists, we 
find that good things happen and 
difficult situations can be avoided. 

Second, effective communication 
requires a strategic approach. An 
annual communication plan can 
provide such a roadmap for a school 
district with key messages, core 
strategies, a list of tactics, a calendar 
of deliverables and a set of perfor-
mance metrics.

Finally, truly effective communi-
cation often requires more than just 
good intentions and a solid plan. It 
also blossoms from learned effort or 
professional management. Many 
districts are able to employ a com-
munications director or manager. 
Some larger districts may even 
support a communications office. 

Sometimes disengaging is OK, 

too. School districts cannot let them-
selves get drawn too deeply into con-
temporary issue battles and 
disagreements that are unlikely to be 
solved. Social media is a forum that 
should be leveraged and monitored 
by districts, but perhaps also one 
that is not the best medium for 
thoughtful dialogue. As appropriate, 
redirect inquiries or complaints to 
other channels and address them on 
an individual basis.

Sometimes, real crises do emerge 
from these contentious issues. When 
that occurs, it’s time for district 
leaders to engage thoughtfully by 
gathering the facts, lining up their 
team and prioritizing their contacts.

There always will be critics of 
public schools and school districts. 
Some of this critique is healthy and 

productive, elevating the work of 
school boards and local control of 
education. Increasingly, some of it is 
unfortunately destructive and wanton.

If you attend to purposefully com-
municate and engage with your com-
munity over the long haul, it will grow 
an atmosphere of trust, goodwill and 
mutual respect in your district com-
munity. As educational leaders and 
school board members, that founda-
tion will serve you well during times 
of challenge and crisis. ◾

Liam Goldrick is a partner with the Donovan 
Group. Now based in Philadelphia, he was  
a resident of Madison and Stoughton, WI 
from 2004 to 2016. 

To learn more about the Donovan Group,  
visit donovan-group.com/wisconsin or  
awsa.memberclicks.net/crisis- 
communications.
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SCHOOL DISTRICTS CANNOT LET  
themselves get drawn too deeply  
into contemporary issue battles  

and disagreements that are  
unlikely to be solved.
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◾ Two online training series for school district  
staff — one focusing on Title IX training  
and the other on understanding the civil rights  
of students and employees

◾ Informative monthly Legal and Legislative  
Video Updates

◾  Timely Capitol Chat webinars during  
the state budget process 

◾  A detailed Superintendent Evaluation  
Framework to foster productive board/ 
superintendent relationships

◾  A dynamic Virtual State  
Education Convention

◾  A thought-provoking  
WASB Connection podcast

We look forward to working  
with you in 2021-22.  
We are here to serve you!

Contact the  
WASB today.
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S
chool district boards, super-
intendents, business directors 
and facility directors have 
limited opportunities to be 
part of a successful capital 
referendum. When a school 

district is presented with one of these 
opportunities, it is important to 
manage the referendum at the 
highest level. Districts typically 
partner with professional firms to 
assist with the details of planning 
and managing a referendum.

Building Solutions, an owner’s 
representative firm in Wisconsin, is 
often approached by school districts 
looking to add a referendum expert 
to their internal staff team to effi-
ciently and effectively navigate a 
capital referendum process. Building 

Solutions stresses that a district 
considering a referendum must take 
the time to learn and understand 
“what not to do” before taking the 
first step toward a referendum.

This is the final article of a three-
part series providing the perspectives 
of professionals directly involved in 
the proactive planning of successful 
referendums. The May and June/July 
2021 issues of the Wisconsin School 
News included the architects’ and 
construction managers’ perspectives, 
respectively. This article provides the 
view of an owner’s representative.

The top reasons districts utilize 
an owner’s representative firm to 
help support a referendum project 
include:

Referendum 
      Mistakes

TOP 3

From an Owner’s Representative Perspective

by Curt Wiebelhaus

IN THIS ISSUE, we examine  
the top 3 referendum  

mistakes from the owner's  
representative perspective:

1 - Poor RFP (request for  
proposal) when selecting  

the architect and  
construction manager

2 - Ignoring (or not knowing)  
important roles of the  

school district

3 - Failing to audit project costs 
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▶ Time  
The architect and construction 
manager have key roles in the con-
struction project since they are respon-
sible for managing the majority of the 
project. Approximately 70% of the 
value of a referendum is allocated to 
the sub-contractors building or reno-
vating the project. The construction 
manager is responsible for managing 
these sub-contractors, and the architect 
is responsible for providing the design 
that these contractors build from. This 
leaves 30% — or $15 million on a  
$50 million project, for example —  
of the responsibility on school district 
personnel. Examples of school district 
work include furniture procurement, 
equipment purchases, appliance pur-
chases, information technology design 
and installation, audiovisual installa-
tion, moving in/out of spaces, contin-
gency management, and management 
of the construction manager and archi-
tect. Due to the limited resources  
of a school district, the execution  
of these responsibilities often is not  

performed to the desired level.

▶ Expertise  
Another potential pitfall comes from 
district personnel having limited refer-
endum or construction project exper-
tise. The experience and knowledge 
needed to properly manage these tasks 
can only be achieved through training 
and years of experience.   

▶ Financial  
A $50 million project that requires 
30% to be managed by district 
personnel who don’t have adequate 
time or expertise may have tremen-
dous financial waste. Often, this 
portion of the project is marginally 
managed or managed by someone 
who has a conflicting interest with 
the school district. For a district to 
maximize the effectiveness of their 
referendum dollars, the district’s 
internal team needs an expert who 
fully understands contracts, con-
struction and referendums.

The top three referendum mis-
takes from an owner’s representative 
perspective are: 

1. Poor RFP (request for proposal) 
when selecting the architect and 
construction manager 

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

3. Failing to audit project costs.

MISTAKE #1: Poor request for 
proposal when hiring an architect 
and construction manager 
School districts must fully under-
stand the request for proposal 
process and the strategy behind it.  
If district personnel are not confident 
in this role, they can hire a profes-
sional to create the RFP when 
selecting the architect and construc-
tion manager. The investment in this 
service is negligible compared to the 
value received. The RFP and con-
tract are the foundation of the 
project structure. 

For a district to maximize the effectiveness of their referendum dollars, the district’s internal 

team needs an expert who fully understands contracts, construction and referendums.
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 |Purpose  
of the RFP
The RFP process is 

an opportunity for 
the district to eval-

uate and compare 
multiple firms to ensure 

that the best choice is made. A refer-
endum may be one of the most signifi-
cant facility decisions that a district 
may ever make. The following four 
categories should be considered when 
selecting an architect and construction 
manager partner.  

1. Firm’s qualifications — How likely 
will the firm excel based on the 
previous experience, history and 
structure of the firm?

2. Project team qualifications — How 
likely will the specific team (project 
managers, project superintendent, 
estimators, etc.) excel based on their 
past history, experience and skills? 
The quality of the team that the dis-
trict will interact with each day will be 
critical to the success of the project.

3. Work plan, strategy or approach to  
the project — Does the firm’s strategy, 
approach, processes and work plan 
align with what is needed to excel?  

4. Fees and costs — How do all the 
fees and costs of hiring the construc-
tion manager or architect compare 
to other competing firms?

If the selection team ignores one 
of these categories, they are missing 
the complete picture.  

Using a system and process to 
evaluate RFP responses helps ensure 
that each evaluation team member is 
looking at the project holistically. 
This process helps ensure the best 
project for the district, and provides 
benefits such as:

Meeting community expectations —  
The community expects a thorough 
review and comparison of competing 
firms before awarding major refer-
endum contracts.

Providing transparency — When a 
defined process is followed, there is 
minimal opportunity for warranted 
criticism from competing firms, 
taxpayers, school board members 
and others. Clear priorities are 

established in the RFP as respon-
dents indicate how they will best 
meet the priorities, and a school 
district review team ranks each 
respondent based on how well the 
team believes they will execute. A 
clean and defined process will help 
ensure that the process identifies the 
firm best able to meet the district’s 
needs.

Allowing for competition — Competi-
tion improves the outcome when 
selecting referendum partners. When 
firms know they are being compared 
to others, they will provide their best 
team, work plan and fees. School 
districts that award projects without 
going through a competitive process 
sacrifice the many benefits of the RFP 
process.

Some districts that have estab-
lished relationships with architects 
and construction management firms 
from previous projects make the 
mistake of bypassing the competitive 
RFP process. Some just go through 
the motions while others may not 
even put out an RFP. 

The best thing for the district and 
community is to diligently go through 
the complete process. Districts 
shouldn’t ignore their relationships, 
but the magnitude of the potential 
referendum project deserves a thor-
ough process. If the companies truly 

have a better understanding of the 
district, that should be reflected in 
their proposal.

 |RFP Mishaps
School districts regularly share infor-
mation with each other. It is common 
practice for a district to ask neigh-
boring districts for a template RFP  
to solicit the market for a specific 
product or service. This can work 
great in many situations if only minor 
changes are needed. A major refer-
endum project unique to an individual 
district is not one of those situations. 

In addition, the construction man-
agement portion of the process is 
complex and not easily understood, 
particularly in regard to “fees and 
costs.” Districts commonly ask, 
“What is the proposed construction 
manager fee?” The response provides 
just a tiny portion of the overall  
fees and costs that the construction 
manager will charge the project.  
There are more than 14 possible fees 
commonly charged on a project. If all 
14 are not considered, it is impossible 
to evaluate a firm based on “fees and 
costs.” A good RFP addresses all 
potential fees.  

An excellent RFP includes a 
construction manager and architect 
contract that is fair, reasonable and 
helps protect the school district as it 

TOP3
REFERENDUM

MISTAKES

TH
IR

D IN
 A THREE-PART SERIES

OW

N E R ’ S  R E P R E S E N T A T IV
E

The quality of the team that the district will interact with 
each day will be critical to the success of the project.
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prepares to make one of its largest 
capital purchases. If a district utilizes 
an owner’s representative firm for 
any portion of the project, this is the 
most important portion. 

MISTAKE #2 — Ignoring (or not 
knowing) important roles of  
the school district
School district personnel have an 
important role in ensuring the entire 
project is a success. Typically, the 
district will hire a construction 
manager to manage the construction 
portion of the project and an archi-
tect to design the project. The best 
projects include the school district, 
architect and construction manager 
working in sync. As a district pre-
pares for a referendum, they need to 

understand the additional inherent 
tasks so they can either prepare to 
reallocate resources internally or 
consider hiring an owner’s represen-
tative to fill in where internal 
resources may be stretched too far. 
Below is a partial list of important 
roles that the school district has in a 
project.

1. Overall budget management — The 
construction manager is responsible 
for budgeting and managing the con-
struction portions of the project. The 
school district needs to track and 
account for the remaining budget. 
They need to track the various 
funding sources and the soft costs 
related to the project to ensure the 
overall budget is maintained.

2. Manage soft costs — Each  
purchase order requires collecting  
a bid, reviewing and confirming the 
scope is accurate, and coordinating  
the work or scheduling a delivery. 
People often think a referendum is all 
about the significant sub-contractor 
work involved and forget about all  
the other related purchases the district 
makes to furnish or support the new 
and renovated spaces.

3. Cost auditing — Most projects have 
multiple billing errors and this role is 
commonly missed.

4. Conflict resolutions and negotia-
tions — Construction can be stressful 
for everyone involved. At some point 
during a project, stress may elevate to 
a conflict or argument. Whoever the 

The best projects include the school district,  
architect and construction manager working in sync. 
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749 E 12th Ave., Ft McCoy, WI 54656  |  608.269.9000  |  Apply online at challengeacademy.org

What is the Challenge Academy?

A 5½-month, quasi-military, residential, alternative 
education program that offers students the opportunity 
to earn their high school equivalency diploma, replace 
negative habits with positive ones, and develop the life 
skills necessary to be successful, responsible citizens.

We hold two classes per year:  
January-June and July-December 

Cadet Eligibility Requirements: 

•  Not on track to graduate high school on time       
•  16 but not yet 19 years old
•  A legal resident of the United States and Wisconsin
•  Not on parole or adult probation
•  Willing to be free from illegal drugs/substances
•  No felony convictions

Cost: There is no direct costs to the youth or families 
other than bringing some personal items. The Challenge 
Academy provides all food, clothing, housing and 
equipment required.

Earn your HSED: 92% of Cadets will complete their high 
school equivalency diploma. Course work includes math, 
English, science and social studies.

Volunteer Program: It is a volunteer program, 
which means Cadets are not court ordered 
or placed in the program. 

Wisconsin Challenge 
Academy       

A Choice… A Challenge… A Change



conflict is between, 
it is important 
that the district 
quickly addresses 
it so the conflict 

does not distract 
from the overall goal 

of efficiently improving 
the facility.

5. School operations expert —  
Districts must do a good job com-
municating the facility needs and 
coordinating meetings with staff 
who can share their needs for the 
architect to design a solution. The 
architect cannot provide design 
solutions without meaningful input 
from administrators and staff.

MISTAKE #3 — Failing to  
audit project costs
With the size of most referendum 
projects and the complexities inher-
ently involved, it is inevitable there 
will be billing errors. These errors 
can add up to a substantial amount 
throughout the project. Typical 

projects have about $150,000-
$200,000 in billing errors. The 
district is responsible for reviewing 
and catching these errors. 

Most districts use a standard con-
struction manager contract, known as 
an AIA 133 “cost-plus” contract, 
which has many advantages. Unfortu-
nately, clear and concise pay applica-
tions are not one of those advantages. 
A typical pay application on a $50 
million project often has more than 
100 pages of supporting costs that are 
included. The billing errors can only 
be found by reviewing this detail one 
page at a time.

Tips when cost auditing include:

▪ Audit the project cost as the 
project progresses with each 
monthly pay application. The 
nature of the errors found on the 
first pay application will likely be 
corrected for all future invoices.

▪ The time spent by an owner’s 
representative to audit cost on a 
project will quickly pay for itself 

through the errors corrected and 
oversight completed as part of the 
process. It is also significant that 
the community and school board 
know that additional third-party 
oversight is being performed.

▪ Be very cautious when entering 
into a non-AIA standard contract 
with a construction manager or 
design/build firm. Custom con-
tracts that do not follow the 
industry-standard language often 
heavily slant the terms of the 
contract to the construction 
manager or design/build con-
tractor. By following the RFP 
process above and including a 
district-created AIA contract, 
districts will not be in this situa-
tion. When districts are consid-
ering a non-standard contract, 
they can have an owner’s repre-
sentative review the business 
terms of the contract and an 
attorney review the legal terms of 
the contract before signing it. In 
addition, a custom contract likely 
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for itself through the errors corrected and oversight completed as part of the process.
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Partnering with organizations  
to create flourishing learning and 
work communities since 2010

Why Enroll In LACCS?
• COLLABORATION RETREATS 

(Monthly Professional Development)
– Engage with national and local 

experts

• COACHING
– Obtain personalized, on-demand 

coaching with character education 
coaches

• STRATEGIC PLANNING
– Develop a strategic action plan 

for your organization’s character 
initiatives

• BEST PRACTICES
– Network, collaborate, and form 

partnerships with organizations 
that are engaging in character 
and culture work

• RESOURCES 
– Learn how the 11 Principles of 

Effective Character Education 
provides a framework for culture 
change

Enroll Today at  
alverno.edu/laccs
Sessions for the next cohort 
start October 7, 2021. 
We encourage teams of  
2 or more teacher-leaders 
(classroom teachers, guidance 
counselors, etc.) led by  
an administrator.

“We send a cohort each year because 
we’ve seen how it has opened the 
eyes and hearts of the staff… Over 
the six years we participated, we’ve 
seen a decrease in disciplinary 
referrals, an increase in GPAs, and  
a decrease in staff turnover.”

— Tosha Womack, Former Principal,  
Brown Deer High School

 
LACCS is supported by

 
LACCS partner

 
LACCS partner

Who We Are
Leadership Advancing  
Character and Culture in 
Schools (LACCS) is a unique, 
year-long learning community 
that provides leaders and  
their teams the knowledge 
base, resources, and skills  
to positively affect character 
development and social- 
emotional learning in their 
communities.

We coach leaders to be  
intentional in their efforts to 
exemplify universal ethical 
virtues such as integrity,  
honesty, justice, kindness, 
and respect. We also assist 
schools and organizations 
in developing and delivering 
character through culturally  
relevant comprehensive 
frameworks. 

does not allow the cost to be 
audited as part of the pay applica-
tion process.

▪ Some construction managers or 
design/build firms provide a 
guarantee of “no change 
orders.” This sounds great to 
many school districts, but the 
only way that a contractor can 
provide a guarantee of “no 
change orders” is if they have 
built in an internal contingency. 
This built-in contingency often 
becomes a profit for the con-
struction manager or design/
build firm when it is not used. 
Another option is for an owner’s 
representative to manage a 
transparent contingency and 
change orders to ensure the 
district does not get charged any 
more than the actual cost of the 
project plus the agreed-upon fee.  

Avoid mistake #1 (poor RFP when 
hiring an architect or construction 
manager) by making a small invest-
ment to have a professional create 
and manage the RFP process.  
Avoid mistake #2 (ignoring important 
roles of the school district) by making 
a checklist early in the project. 
Avoid mistake #3 (failing to audit 
project costs) by setting the project 
up to receive proper documentation 
with each pay application and allo-
cating time to review it. Every project 
has billing errors. It is expected that 
the school district has proper proce-
dures in place to prevent or reduce 
these billing errors. Avoiding these 
three major mistakes will help ensure 
the project will be a success while 
building greater confidence in admin-
istration from the school board and 
the community. ◾

Curt Wiebelhaus is the founder and owner’s 
representative at Building Solutions,  
www.buildingso.com, 414-303-4608
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▪ Boards in regions 1, 4, 9, 10 and 13 

will be voting for a WASB regional 

director. (WASB directors serve  

staggered three-year terms.)

▪ Each Regional Meeting features 

networking, a Legislative Update  

and a report from WASB Executive 

Director John Ashley.

▪ Prior to your Regional Meeting,  

take part in an optional workshop 

with an experienced WASB attorney 

and consultant to learn more about 

effective community engagement  

at board meetings. An experienced 

WASB attorney and consultants will 

review best practices for establishing 

the board agenda, structuring the 

public comment period for productive 

input by community members and 

staff, ensuring accessibility and 

determining other meeting logistics.

▪ New in 2021: A statewide, online 

Regional Meeting and workshop  

with the same program and agenda 

will be offered on Oct. 27. There is  

no fee to attend the online Regional 

Meeting (although registration is 

recommended). The online workshop 

will be the same fee as in-person. No 

voting will occur at the online Regional 

Meeting for any regional directors.  

Visit WASB.org for more information  

and to register online.

Registration fees for the Regional Meetings 

vary based on location. The workshop 

registration fee is $70. Register for both 

events and receive a $10 discount.

Connect with education leaders from 
your region during WASB Regional 
Meetings this fall. We’ll gather to 
celebrate our accomplishments, get an 
update on WASB activities and, in select 
regions, elect directors. 

F A L L  2 0 2 1  R E G I O N A L  M E E T I N G S  S C H E D U L E

Region 1*|Sept. 29 – Spooner,  
Spooner Civic Center

Region 2 | Sept. 28 – Minocqua,  
Norwood Pines Supper Club

Region 3 | Oct. 6 – Green Bay,  
Rock Garden/Comfort Suites

Region 4* | Oct. 12 – Menomonie,  
Off Broadway (by Stout Ale House)

Region 5 | Oct. 13 – Rothschild,  
Holiday Inn

Region 6 | Oct. 28 – Onalaska,  
Stoney Creek Hotel La Crosse-Onalaska

Region 7 | Oct. 7 – Neenah, 
Bridgewood Resort

Region 8 | Oct. 5 – Kiel, 
Millhome Supper Club

Region 9* | Oct. 26 – Fennimore, 
Southwest Tech

Region 10* | Oct. 21 – Wisconsin Dells, 
Trappers Turn

Regions 11 & 15 | Oct. 19 – Pewaukee, 
The Ingleside Hotel

Region 12 | Nov. 3 – Verona,  
Verona Area High School

Region 13* | Oct. 20 – Elkhorn, 
Monte Carlo Room

Region 14 | TBD – Milwaukee,  
Milwaukee Public Schools  
Administration Building

Online | Oct. 27 – Open to all members

* Denotes regions with elections  
for WASB Board of Directors

Fall 2021 Regional Meetings  |   SEPT. 28 – NOV. 3
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Online Learning Platform Expands
The WASB’s Online Learning Platform — a comprehensive source of  
online training for Wisconsin education leaders — continues to grow

School districts have the legal respon-
sibility to carry out numerous state and 
federal laws protecting the civil rights of 
students and employees. 

The WASB has partnered with the law 
firm Boardman & Clark to create a series 
of training modules to help districts 
navigate legal and practical civil rights 
issues for their students and employees. 

Districts that subscribe receive 
access to all webinars and presenta-
tion materials in the series.

EMPLOYEE-FOCUSED MODULES:

▪ Age-Based Discrimination

▪ Religious-Based Discrimination  
and Accommodation

▪ Race-Based Employment  
Discrimination and Harassment

▪ National Origin and Ancestry  
Discrimination

▪ First Amendment Rights

▪ Sex, Sexual Orientation and Gender  
Identity Discrimination and Harassment

▪ Identifying Employees with Disabilities  
and Providing Accommodations

▪ Arrest and Conviction Discrimination

STUDENT-FOCUSED MODULES:

▪ Special Education Overview

▪ Section 504 and ADA Overview

▪ Race-Based Discrimination

▪ National Origin Discrimination

▪ Title IX Overview  
(Note: separate, in-depth training  
on Title IX remains available for staff)

▪ Free Speech Rights

▪ Rights of Homeless Students

▪ Religious Freedom

NOTE: As of early August, this content is being 
recorded. For a schedule of live recordings,  
or to learn more about a training package  
that fits your district, visit WASB.org.

Our members are asking for help  
navigating conflict, so we’ve added  
a two-part webinar about complaint 
procedures and the chain of command to 
the Roles and Duties of School Board 
Officers module. Platform subscribers will 
learn how board policy and action can 
create a neutral framework for even highly 
charged and contentious issues to help 
community members and staff feel heard. 

On Thursday, August 12, we’re 
holding a facilitated discussion on the 
roles and responsibilities of school 
board presidents. WASB attorneys will 
walk through real-world scenarios that 
Wisconsin school board presidents have 
faced and engage participants in dis-

cussions. Visit WASB.org to register for 
the Aug. 12 event.

Access to the Online Learning Platform 
is available as year-long subscriptions 
based on board size. Districts can choose 
access to the full Platform or the Board 
Officers module only.

Learn more about the eight introduc-
tory and advanced modules in the 
Platform at WASB.org. 

Members are encouraged to con-
sider pairing a Platform subscription 
with in-person training by WASB staff to 
go deeper. Members can watch presen-
tations ahead of time and then meet 
with a WASB attorney and/or consultant 
in one or a series of meetings. ◽

In June, the National School Boards 
Association hosted its annual Advocacy 
Institute for school board leaders from 
across the nation to learn about key 
federal issues affecting school boards 
and lobby their members of Congress. 
Members of the WASB’s executive 
committee participated along with 
Executive Director John Ashley. 

WASB President Sue Todey 
(Sevastopol), 1st Vice President Barb 
Herzog (Oshkosh) and 2nd Vice 
President Rosanne Hahn (Burlington) 
participated in online meetings with their 
Congressional offices (Reps. Mike 

Gallagher, Glenn Grothman and Bryan 
Steil, respectively). They also met with 
the office of Wisconsin Congressman 
Mark Pocan, who is a member of the 
House Education and Labor Committee 
along with Grothman.

Topics discussed included how the 
federal government can assist schools in 
solving teacher supply issues, expanding 
broadband access and increasing the 
federal share of costs for special 
education services mandated under the 
federal Individual with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA). ◽

Wisconsin School Board Members  
Meet with Congressional Delegation

WASB Civil 
Rights Training
Staff training on the  
civil rights of students 
and employees
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 F ebruary seems like a long time 
ago. Gov. Tony Evers’ state 
budget was introduced on  

February 16, and contained a 
strong public school funding com-
ponent, including significant invest-
ments in top WASB priorities. Five 
plus months as well as billions in 
federal COVID-relief funds and 
historic state tax revenue later, the 
state budget signed into law by the 
governor has little in common with 
his original proposal. Rather, what 
is now law essentially reflects the 
budget priorities of lawmakers on 
the budget-writing Joint Finance 
Committee.

After initially approving a K-12 
state budget package that put federal 
COVID-relief dollars at risk, the JFC 
revisited the K-12 budget and 
approved an overall state spending 
plan for the next two years that 
preserves Wisconsin’s access to more 
than $2.3 billion in one-time federal 
funds for K-12 education.

By adding $408 million to state 
general school aids over the next 
two years along with modest K-12 
funding increases in other areas, the 
new budget meets “maintenance of 
effort” requirements imposed by 
Congress, according to the non- 
partisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau. 
Those federal maintenance of effort 
provisions require the state to main-
tain the same proportion of its 
overall spending on K-12 education 
in the next two-year state budget as 
in previous state budgets.

While the budget increases state 
general aids, it does not allow an 
increase in state-imposed revenue 
limits. That means the additional 
state aid will be swapped for local 
property taxes within the revenue 
limit with no additional school 
district spending allowed. Thus, the 

additional state dollars provided as 
general aid will not help schools 
meet their ongoing operational 
costs but must be used to lower 
property taxes.

The majority of the actual spend-
able increases in resources are seen 
in special education aid, mental 
health grants and targeted assistance 
to rural schools.

Special Education Categorical Aid
▪ $86 million in additional special 

education categorical aid over 
the biennium ($17.8 million in 
2021-22 and $67.6 million in 
2022-23) to reimburse eligible 
special education costs at the 
current level of 28.2% and 30% 
in those fiscal years, respectively.

School-Based Mental Health
▪ $6 million more in each year of 

the biennium for school mental 
health categorical aid (for hiring 
of additional social workers only).

▪ $3.5 million more in each year 
of the biennium to fund school-
based mental health collabora-
tion grants.

Sparsity Aid
▪ $3.1 million more in 2021-22 and 

$3.2 million more in 2022-23 for 
sparsity aid. Further, creates an 
additional tier of aid funded at 
$100 per pupil for districts with 
enrollment between 745 and 1,000 
and population density of less than 
10 pupils per square mile. 

High-Cost Transportation Aid
▪ $6.4 million more in each year  

for high-cost pupil transportation. 
Reduces the threshold for quali-
fying for this aid from 145% to 
140% of statewide average per-
pupil transportation costs.

The budget also addresses two 
long-standing school funding issues by: 

1. Eliminating a provision that 
skims-off a portion of the state 
general aid from every school  
district in the state in order to  
fund charter schools authorized  
by UW-Milwaukee, UW-Parkside 
and the City of Milwaukee 
(resulting in public school districts 
receiving about $167 million more 
general aid over the biennium); and 

2. Eliminating a delay in the payment 
of $75 million of each year’s state 
school aids until four weeks into the 
next fiscal year. This $75 million will 
be folded into the existing four pay-
ments school districts receive. This 
change will not alter the amounts 
paid out, just the timing of when 
those amounts are paid.

The state Legislature was suc-
cessful in not providing language in 
this budget that the governor could 
partially veto to increase funding for 
schools as he did in the last budget. 
As a result, the K-12 vetoes he did 
make were relatively minor. 

The most significant veto affected 
the high-cost transportation aid 
provisions. The JFC had modified 
one of the eligibility criteria for this 
aid, replacing the sparsity factor (not 
more than 50 members/square mile) 
with a size criterion (fewer than 
3,500 members). The governor 
vetoed that change, effectively main-
taining current law. 

Separate from the budget, the 
governor said he will allocate  
$100 million of federal COVID-relief 
funding that is at his discretion for 
K-12 education. Based on guidance 
from the U.S. Treasury Department, 
the money must be allocated on a 
per-pupil basis. Payments will be 
based on fall enrollment counts and 
split between two years. The WASB 
anticipates that all school districts 
will receive a total of between $120 
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and $130 per pupil with “no strings 
attached” to its use (without even the 
restrictions placed on earlier federal 
COVID-relief funds).

Ultimately, the budget crafted  
by the GOP-controlled state Legis-
lature and signed into law by Evers 
uses the significant amount of one-
time federal relief funding as an 
excuse for the state to back off from 
its responsibility to fund schools. 
School boards will be put in the 
unenviable position of having to 
decide if they can substitute one-
time federal dollars to free up state 
and local dollars for ongoing 
expenses while avoiding creating  
a fiscal cliff when those one-time 
federal funds run out.

Because the bulk of the federal 
funds will not be distributed evenly 
across districts — in fact, amounts 
received will vary widely — some 
boards will find this substitution 
strategy a more daunting challenge 

than others. The governor’s pledge 
of additional federal funding will 
help, but it, too, is one-time 
funding.

Will the Legislature be willing to 
step up and provide schools with the 
resources they will need after the 
federal funds are no longer available? 
There are positive signs, including a 
projected $1.67 billion surplus in the 
state’s general fund by the end of the 
biennium. Also, Rep. Joel Kitchens 
(R-Sturgeon Bay) told the Wisconsin 
State Journal that schools have legiti-
mate concerns going forward and that 
Assembly Republicans are planning on 
holding onto that surplus to provide a 
“much more generous” increase in 
state aid in the next budget. 

Baseball great Casey Stengel once 
said, “never make predictions, espe-
cially about the future” and we will 
heed that advice. It is worth noting, 
however, that despite $4.4 billion in 
unanticipated and unprecedented 

state revenues available for the state 
to invest in this budget, schools were 
an afterthought. We need to continue 
to work on outreach to state legisla-
tors at the local level. Get them in 
your schools to show them that 
investments in our kids are worth it. 
Show them where you have invested 
the federal dollars and where you 
have concerns looking into the future 
after those dollars are spent. 

Thank you for advocating for 
your students and staff over this 
budget cycle. We are constantly 
grateful and inspired by your efforts. 
As we move into the post-budget 
legislative session, the WASB govern-
ment relations team will continue to 
help you keep track of what is going 
on at the Capitol. Please reach out to 
us with questions or suggestions on 
what we can do to better serve you. ◾
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T he pandemic has had a substantial 
and costly impact on school dis-
tricts. Responses to COVID-19, 

including adopting comprehensive 
health and safety protocols; upgrading 
air filtration systems; complying with 
existing contractual obligations; devel-
oping virtual, hybrid and in-person 
instructional options; and providing 
additional educational services to 
account for missed services. 

Recognizing this impact, the 
federal government has provided 
significant financial assistance for 
educational institutions through a 
series of three federal stimulus pack-
ages totaling nearly $200 billion. 
They include: the Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security Act 
(CARES Act); the Coronavirus 
Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations Act (CRRSA); and 
the American Rescue Plan Act 
(ARP). Each of these stimulus pack-
ages includes funds directed at miti-
gating the impact of COVID-19 on 
districts through two grant pro-
grams: the Elementary and Sec-
ondary School Emergency Relief 
Fund (ESSER) and the Governor’s 
Emergency Education Relief Fund 
(GEER). The Wisconsin Department 
of Public Instruction is administering 
both of these programs and will be 
an ongoing resource for districts. 

While districts have discretion in 
spending ESSER and GEER funds, 
that discretion is not unlimited — 
some funds must be used for specific 
purposes and within specific time-
frames. It is important for school 
boards to understand these funding 
parameters and work closely with 
business managers and other admin-
istrators so that districts can make 
decisions as to the appropriate use of 
each funding source. This Legal 
Comment provides an overview of 
the laws governing the use of these 

federal funds, identifies allowable 
expenditures and outlines the 
spending timelines. 

 |Spending ESSER funds 
ESSER funds may be used for a wide 
variety of activities set forth in the 
three stimulus packages. While the 
list of approved activities in each of 
the stimulus packages is not identical, 
the U.S. Department of Education 
has indicated that all ESSER funds 
may be used for any activity listed in 
any of the three stimulus packages.1 
These include any expenditures for 
activities required or permitted by the 
Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act, the Adult Education 
and Family Literacy Act, the Carl D. 
Perkins Career and Technical Educa-
tion Act, or the McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Assistance Act. For 
example, ESSER funds can be used to 
provide special education and related 
services for students who are eligible 
under the Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act.

ESSER funds may also be used 
for the purpose of “preventing, 
preparing for, or responding to 
COVID-19,” including:

▪ Coordinating responses to 
COVID-19 with other agencies;

▪ Providing principals and other 
school leaders with resources to 
address the needs of individual 
schools;

▪ Providing activities to address the 
unique needs of low-income chil-
dren or students, children with 
disabilities, English learners, racial 
and ethnic minorities, students 
experiencing homelessness and 
youth in foster care;

▪ Training staff on sanitation  
and minimizing the spread of 

infectious diseases;

▪ Purchasing cleaning and sanitizing 
supplies for district facilities;

▪ Planning for, coordinating and 
implementing activities during 
long-term closures;

▪ Purchasing educational  
technology;

▪ Providing mental health services 
and supports;

▪ Planning and implementing 
activities related to summer 
programming and supplemental 
after-school programs; 

▪ Addressing the impact of lost 
instruction time;

▪ Making facility repairs and 
improvements to support 
student health needs;

▪ Inspecting, testing, maintaining, 
repairing, replacing and 
upgrading projects to improve 
the indoor air quality in schools;

▪ Developing strategies and imple-
menting public health protocols, 
including to the greatest extent 
practicable, policies in line with 
guidance from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention 
for the reopening and operation 
of school facilities; and

▪ Conducting other activities 
necessary to maintain operation 
of and continuity of services and 
continuing to employ existing 
staff.2

For example, districts may use 
ESSER funds to improve cybersecu-
rity, hire professionals to deliver 
mental health support to students, or 
purchase trailers or modular units 
for instructional space. The funds 
may also be used to provide 
COVID-19 testing or vaccinations 
for staff and students and to provide 

Spending COVID-19  
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personal protective equipment. 
Finally, ESSER funds may be 

used to finance construction, pro-
vided districts comply with the 
numerous state and federal regula-
tions specific to these projects.3 
These funds may be used for new 
construction, remodeling, alter-
ations, renovations and repairs. 
However, the U.S. Department of 
Education discourages the use of 
ESSER funds for new construction 
because it may inhibit the use of 
funding for “other essential needs” 
and because such projects are “often 
time-consuming, which may not be 
workable under the short timelines” 
for spending.4

 |Special requirements related  
to American Rescue Plan Act 
ESSER funds 

The third round of ESSER funding 
provided by ARP (ARP ESSER) 
imposes significant obligations on 
school district recipients. Initially, 
districts must reserve at least 20% of 
ARP ESSER funds for the purpose of 
addressing the “academic impact of 
lost instructional time through the 
implementation of evidence-based 
interventions.”5 With some excep-
tions, an ARP ESSER recipient is 
also prohibited from reducing per-
pupil funding for any high-poverty 
school in an amount “that exceeds 
the total reduction in [district] 
funding … for all schools served by 
the [district]” and “full-time equiva-
lent staff per-pupil … by an amount 
that exceeds the total reduction in 
the number of FTEs per-pupil in all 
schools served by the [district].”  
A “high-poverty school” is a school 
that is in the highest quartile of 
schools served by the school district 

based on the percentage of economi-
cally disadvantaged students served, 
as determined by the state. 

ARP ESSER funding also requires 
districts to develop two distinct, but 
related, plans of operation. First, dis-
trict recipients of ARP ESSER funds 
must, within 30 days of receiving the 
funds, establish and make publicly 
available on the district’s website a 
plan detailing the district’s return to 
in-person instruction and continuity 
of services. The return plan must 
describe the following:

▪ How the district will maintain 
the health and safety of students, 
educators and other staff;

▪ The extent to which the district 
has adopted policies, and a 
description of any policies, on 
safety recommendations estab-
lished by the CDC; and 

▪ How the district will ensure 
continuity of services, including 
services to address students’ 
academic needs and students’ 
and staff members’ social, emo-
tional, mental health and other 
needs, which may include student 
health and food services.6

A district must seek and consider 
public comment prior to adopting  
a return plan and then review and 
revise the plan at least every six 
months to incorporate additional 
public comment and explain how 
CDC guidance affects district policy.

Second, a Wisconsin recipient of 
ARP ESSER funds must develop and 
submit a plan to the DPI. A DPI 
ARP plan must include a description 
of how ARP ESSER funds will be 
used to implement prevention and 
mitigation strategies; address the 
academic impact of lost instructional 

time; respond to the academic, 
social, emotional and mental health 
needs of all students; and provide 
information as to how all other ARP 
ESSER funds will be used. The DPI 
has encouraged districts to focus on 
improving reading outcomes in 
developing their DPI ARP plans.7

As with the federally required 
return plan, districts must seek 
public input and take that public 
input into account when developing 
their DPI ARP plans. Districts are 
required to “engage in meaningful 
consultation” with stakeholders and 
other organizations. Specifically, 
districts must consult with students, 
families, school and district adminis-
trators, educators, school staff and 
their unions, tribes (if present in or 
served by the district), civil rights 
organizations, organizations repre-
senting the interests of children with 
disabilities, English learners, children 
experiencing homelessness, children 
in foster care, migratory students, 
children who are incarcerated and 
other underserved students.

 |Spending GEER funds
Gov. Tony Evers has the discretion 
under two of the federal relief pack-
ages to award sub-grants of GEER 
funds to districts that the DPI deter-
mines have been “most significantly 
impacted by coronavirus.” The DPI 
established four criteria guiding the 
award of GEER funds based upon 
the percentage of: (1) students scoring 
below basic on English language arts; 
(2) students from economically disad-
vantaged families; (3) households 
with no electronic devices; and 
(4) households with no internet.8

Based upon these criteria, Evers 
has, to date, directed the DPI to 

A district must seek and consider public comment prior to adopting 
a return plan and then review and revise the plan at least every six 
months to incorporate additional public comment.

August 2021   |   31



[continued]L E G A L  C O M M E N T

award $46.6 million in GEER funds 
to districts and tribal schools.9 He 
has also directed that funds must be 
used for health and safety, infra-
structure and schedule modifica-
tions, and remote and distance 
learning. The DPI maintains a 
lengthy list of examples of permitted 
expenditures, which largely mirror 
the list of allowable ESSER fund 
expenditures.10 

 |Spending GEER and ESSER funds 
to assist populations most 
impacted by the pandemic

The U.S. Department of Education 
has emphasized that federal relief 
funding should be used to provide 
equitable educational opportunities 
for all students. To that end, districts 
are encouraged by the department to 
use both GEER and ESSER funds to 
provide a wide variety of supports 
for underserved students or students 
who were disproportionately 
impacted by the pandemic. For 
example, funds may be used for 
providing extended-day or extend-
ed-year activities to recover lost 
instruction, hiring additional bilin-
gual staff, eliminating special educa-
tion evaluation backlogs, providing 
extended school year services to 
students with disabilities, and devel-
oping data systems to combat 
chronic absenteeism. 

 |Timeline for spending GEER  
and ESSER funds

ESSER funds allocated pursuant to 
the first stimulus package in March 
2020 (the CARES Act) must be spent 
between March 13, 2020, and Sept. 
30, 2022. ESSER funds allocated in 
the second round of federal funding 
in January 2021 (the CRRSA) must 
be spent between March 13, 2020, 
and Sept. 30, 2023. Finally, ESSER 
funds allocated in the most recent 

round of funding in March 2021  
(the ARP) must be spent between 
March 13, 2020, and Sept. 30, 2024. 
All GEER funds must be spent by  
Sept. 30, 2022. 

 |Conclusion
The significant federal relief funding 
authorized over the last year pro-
vides districts with meaningful 
opportunities to mitigate the effects 
of the pandemic on staff and stu-
dents. Districts have substantial 
discretion to tailor their mitigation 
efforts, assist students who have 
been disproportionately affected by 
the pandemic, and engage in proac-
tive measures to further halt the 
spread of COVID-19. To make the 
most of this opportunity, school 
board members and administrators 
should understand these funding 
sources, including the parameters 
under which these funds can be 
spent, the specific limitations on 
their use, the requirements to receive 
input and to develop and publish 
plans, and the timelines in which 
they must act.

In addition, districts should con-
sider how these temporary funds will 
affect their long-range budgetary 
planning. In particular, because these 
are currently established as one-time 
grants of money, any expenditures 
of an ongoing nature will have an 
impact on future budgets when these 
funds will no longer be available. 
This will require districts to make 
budgetary adjustments to compen-
sate for this loss of revenue. ◾
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Legal Comment is designed to provide authoritative general information, with commentary, as a service to WASB members.  
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Educational Services And Products
2 0 2 1  W A S B  S E R V I C E  A S S O C I A T E S

 | Architecture, Engineering 
and Construction

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

▶ C.D. Smith, Construction, Inc.
920-216-9081
tmuellenbach@cdsmith.com
cdsmith.com
Serving districts of any size,  
C.D. Smith has over 80 years of diverse 
experience building state- 
of-the-art educational facilities.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 | Computer Hardware,  
Software, Consulting

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

 | Financing, Banking,  
Consulting

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

 | Insurance and  
Employee Benefits

▶ Community Insurance Corporation

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

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

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

▶ Key Benefit Concepts LLC
262-522-6415, keybenefits.com
info@keybenefits.com

Actuarial and employee benefit 
consulting services.

▶ M3 Insurance
800-272-2443
marty.malloy@m3ins.com
M3ins.com
The dedicated education specialists at 
M3 Insurance provide over 50% of 
Wisconsin school districts with the very 
best in risk management, employee 
benefits, and insurance services.

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

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

▶ R&R Insurance
262-574-7000
jeff.thiel@rrins.com
myknowledgebroker.com

Our School Practice Group has more than 
25 years of educational institution 
experience and a dedicated resource 
center designed with school district’s risk 
and claims management needs in mind.

▶ TRICOR Insurance
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 individ-
uals who are extensively trained and 
specialized in school insurance prod-
ucts, risk management, support 
services, loss control, human resources 
and claims advocacy.

▶ UnitedHealthcare
414-443-4735
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
608-259-3666
al.jaeger@usi.com, usi.com
Our focus is financial security options 
that protect and assist growth. We go 
beyond simply protecting against the 
loss of assets and property.

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

 | Legal Services
▶ Buelow Vetter Buikema  
Olson & Vliet LLC
262-364-0300
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.

▶ Strang, Patteson, Renning,  
Lewis & Lacy, s.c.
844-626-0901
kstrang@strangpatteson.com
strangpatteson.com
We provide legal counsel on a full 
range of issues that school and higher 
education institution clients confront 
on a regular basis.

▶ von Briesen & Roper, s.c.
414-287-1122
aphillips@vonbriesen.com
vonbriesen.com
We’re dedicated to ingenuity  
and creativity in helping schools solve 
their most complex legal  
and organizational problems. Chal-
lenge us to help you  
challenge the status quo.

▶ Weld Riley, s.c.
715-839-7786, weldriley.com
sweld@weldriley.com
We provide a wide variety of legal 
advice and counseling to help Wis-
consin school districts, colleges and 
CESAs address corporate-related, body 
politic and unique legal issues.

 | School/Community 
Research

▶ School Perceptions, LLC
262-299-0329
info@schoolperceptions.com
schoolperceptions.com
An independent research firm  
specializing in conducting surveys  
for public and private schools,  
educational service agencies,  
communities and other state-level 
organizations.

 | Transportation

▶ Dairyland Buses, Inc.
262-544-8181, ridesta.com
mjordan@ridesta.com
School bus contracting provider, 
managed contracts, training,  
maintenance.
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