
SUPERINTENDENT OF PUBLIC INSTRUCTION CANDIDATE QUESTIONS 2021 ELECTION 

1. What do you believe is the role of public education in our society writ large? What are the broad policy 

implications of that role? 

 

I have always believed that public education is the best way to improve the human condition.  Over the course of my 

career, I’ve worked hard to make sure that Wisconsin schools work for all of our students.  But there is still plenty of 

work that needs to be done.  Right now, we have unacceptable racial and economic achievement gaps in our state.  We 

are not meeting the needs of each and every one of our kids, and we must do better.  The policy and leadership that we 

create sets the tone for our values of equity and justice to ensure that those most marginalized in our society get the 

boost they need so that each and every child is successful in our state.  When our kids are successful, Wisconsin is 

successful. 

 

I began my 30 year career as a kindergarten teacher.  Then, as Principal at MMSD, I had the pleasure of hiring and 

working with an amazing group of teachers to move our third grade readers from 58% to 100% proficient and advanced. 

I later worked at the district office as the Elementary Lead Principal, supporting 32 elementary school principals and 

leading the charge to add 4K to the district. 

  

I couldn’t have imagined leaving my position until Tony Evers called me in 2011 and asked me to join him at DPI as an 

Assistant State Superintendent.  I jumped at the opportunity and was re-appointed by Carolyn Stanford Taylor in 2019. 

Over the past decade I have seen first-hand the high quality and caliber of DPI’s staff.  Just like in any school district, our 

staff are our most important resource, and DPI is filled with hard-working, experienced, and caring people driven by a 

shared mission of supporting all kids.  

  

We need to ensure that every single public school in our state is supported and equipped so they can meet the needs of 

every student in their care.  Student success should not be determined by ZIP code, race, income, ability status, or first 

language. 

 

I believe that this is a moment in education when we must improve what is working, leave behind what is not, and move 

forward toward something better. On a policy level, I want to re-evaluate Wisconsin’s approach in three key areas: the 

outcomes we value for our kids, the role of the teacher, and the structure of the school. While these are fully outlined 

on my webpage, below I’ve listed a couple of examples under each category. 

  

Outcomes for kids:  

It is time we start organizing education around what families and educators care about most: improving the lives 

of our kids. Over the years, for instance, our laser focus on improving test scores has had unintended 

consequences. We’ve reduced recess, removed play-based learning, squeezed out science and social studies, 

and limited art, music, and physical education.  Our overemphasis on testing has caused our kids to feel stressed 

out, our educators to leave the profession, and our test scores to decline.  We are in desperate need of change. 

In my current position at DPI, I am leading several efforts that are increasing student engagement, teacher job 

satisfaction, and improving test scores, which is being felt most by the kids farthest behind. This can be done in 

strong partnership with district leaders around the state, and I’m ready to lead on Day 1 to champion more 

meaningful measures of success for our students.  

  

Role of the teacher:  
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We are facing an absolute crisis in our profession – a crisis that is only exacerbated by the pandemic. Teachers 

are leaving the profession in droves, and our struggle to fill the pipeline with the next generation of teachers is 

only getting worse. Adjusting licensure requirements and other fixes we have tried may help around the 

margins, but I believe that we will never solve this problem until we fix the working conditions in our classrooms 

and stop demonizing teachers. Re-assessing the outcomes we want to focus on is an important start. We also 

need to empower our teachers with a sense of efficacy.  Last but not least, we need to include teachers and 

teacher unions at all decision-making tables.  We have to ensure that their voices are heard and involve them in 

developing policies and practices that are good for the kids in their classrooms. 

  

Structure of the school: 

At the state level, we need to ensure that we are encouraging and supporting innovation. It is not enough to 

simply remove barriers to innovation – the state should be doing more to incentivize, reward, and replicate 

innovative practices at the local level. Whether it’s increased funding, thinking differently about instructional 

time and remote learning, or finding the most effective way to reach each and every child, we have a unique 

opportunity right now to rethink some of our long-held beliefs and make changes for the better.   As educators 

work locally to improve our public schools and bounce back from the pandemic, it will be my job as State 

Superintendent to be a strong partner for them and ensure the state is making it easier for people at the local 

level to do what is right for our kids – especially the kids who need us most. 

 

2. How would you make the Department of Public Instruction more active/effective in making state K-12 education 

policy? How can (or should) DPI address the differing needs of urban and rural districts? 

 

I want to improve DPI’s level of coherence so that the agency is focused on what is most important to our collective goal 

of improving outcomes. Despite my love for the DPI and my colleagues, I think we need to make some big changes. 

Change will not be easy, and it might upset some people. It’s going to take modifying our standard operating 

procedures. It’s going to take bold leadership and a lot of work.  We need to look at everything the Department does 

and evaluate if it is moving us closer to the results we want for our kids.  

 

Wisconsin has long existed as a state of extreme rural and urban environments. Yet for much of our history, this was 

seen as a strength – not a weakness. Strong public schools that could serve the needs of these different communities 

allowed the entire state to thrive. There are plenty of opportunities for us to rebuild our communities by prioritizing the 

needs of our public schools. We need to make sure that we are addressing the unique needs of our urban districts, while 

at the same time attending to the unique needs of our rural schools.  

 

Urban Districts 

Wisconsin’s public schools have been facing numerous challenges in the last decade, and the pandemic has only 

amplified  these issues. Many of our students face unacceptable rates of poverty, racism, and bias, and too many 

have incarcerated parents or are living in foster care. Families are struggling with unemployment, hunger, and a 

lack of healthcare, while rates of mental illness grow to staggering heights among young people. But regardless 

of the challenges our children face, it remains our job to ensure that we give them a world class education in a 

safe and supportive environment.  

More and more schools are being asked to shoulder the burden of all of these problems and succeed despite 

them. I believe that if we provide the support schools need to mitigate and overcome these barriers, they will be 

able to provide a strong education to every child with high expectations and quality instruction.  While schools 
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can’t do all of this alone, they have the potential to make a real difference in the lives of our kids. Education is 

truly society’s greatest hope.  

My team began bringing together stakeholders of what we then dubbed “The Big Five”, because we knew that 

our urban districts face unique challenges.  We also knew that the educators in these districts are talented and 

passionate about their work, and could share and learn from each other.   My team and I recognized that DPI’s 

long held strategy of providing professional development through CESA was not an equitable one, so we began 

inviting teams from our urban districts that do not typically access the services of our CESAs, (yet educate the 

majority of the students of color in the state) to specific and targeted professional learning opportunities.  I have 

also secured millions of dollars in foundation grants, which have been made available only to our large urban 

districts and a few select others to support their work.  

Rural Districts 

As State Superintendent, I’ll advocate for stable funding sources and policies that recognize the unique needs of 

our rural schools, including sparsity aid, transportation funding, and additional support for English learners and 

students with special needs.  

 

As Assistant State Superintendent, I have leveraged the important place that our CESAs play in supporting our 

rural schools and districts.  In rolling out new initiatives or professional learning, CESAs have been integral 

partners in our ability to support our rural districts.  I plan to continue to build upon this partnership, make it 

stronger and more effective, and ensure our rural districts have the vital support they need from their CESA.  

 

I will continue to work with schools, districts, and institutions of higher education that are investing in innovative 

teacher pipeline solutions and explore more funding options with the legislature to address teacher shortages. 

Most importantly, I will partner with our rural school leaders to directly learn what individual districts and 

communities need and how DPI can support efforts to improve them.  

 

I will champion rural broadband expansion. It is absolutely critical that we enhance broadband throughout our 

state, particularly in rural communities, to ensure that our students and staff are connected. Schools cannot be 

the only means families have for leveraging a high-speed internet connection – or any connection at all. The 

COVID-19 pandemic revealed just how dire this need is for many of our residents. Without internet access 

through school or a job, too many families have found themselves unable to stay connected to work. Once our 

rural schools have adequate broadband, they will be able to access additional supports like teletherapy and 

additional course offerings for students available online. And this is not just an educational issue – it is also an 

economic development issue. Local communities and rural districts have done a great job bringing attention to 

this, and I plan to use my influence as State Superintendent to keep the pressure on.  

We need to stop viewing access to high-speed broadband as a problem that can be solved by one agency or one 

budget cycle. It’s going to require sustained effort and a commitment to working across agencies and partners. 

The Wisconsin Broadband Office has been working on this issue for over 10 years. Some encouraging steps in 

the right direction have included Rural Broadband Expansion Grants and the Task Force on Broadband 

Awareness, and I am hopeful that these bipartisan efforts will continue to lead to concrete and actionable 

recommendations. As educators, we must work together to inform legislators of the urgent need for rural 

broadband and how we can best guarantee that all Wisconsin communities have access to broadband.  
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In order to make these changes and advocate for our kids, our teachers, and our public schools, the Department must be 

proactive in addressing policy changes that are aligned with a coherent and bold agenda. While I believe it is DPI’s role to 

vocally oppose harmful laws and legislation, I also believe we find ourselves in this situation too often. Last week’s 

Assembly Bill 1 is a perfect example.  

 

We cannot deny that this pandemic will impact the next state budget.  Tens of thousands of Wisconsinites are out of 

work and the impact of COVID-19 will be felt for years, but we cannot once again balance these budget problems on the 

backs of our kids or our teachers.  They need more resources, more access to mental health services, more access to 

supplies to reopen safely, and more access to broadband – our schools cannot do with less. They must be equipped to 

succeed during this trying time so that all of our kids can thrive. 

 

We need to have a clear vision and be proactive in our messaging to legislators. We need to evaluate every policy on the 

books to make sure each one is helping us achieve the outcomes we want for kids. Where that is not the case, we must 

work together to adjust, replace, or eliminate those policies.  I am ready to take on that challenge, and I’ll be able to 

start that work immediately following the election before my term officially begins. 

 

3. Wisconsin’s per-pupil spending has declined from 12th highest in the nation (11% above the national average) to 

24th highest in the nation (2.6% below the national average).  

a) Do you believe that the decline in resources has impacted educational outcomes in our state? How? 

b) How would you predict that this decline is likely to impact educational outcomes in the future? 

 

I believe that with this decline in resources comes a corresponding decline in outcomes for Wisconsin’s students. As 

many states have returned to their pre-recession spending habits, Wisconsin has not. This has directly impacted our 

ability to recruit and retain teachers. There is also an overreliance on referenda that actually masks the impact this 

funding problem creates. 387 ballot measures in a 10-year period is a stunning indicator that Wisconsin is not meeting 

its statutory obligation to fund our schools. Kids in Racine and MPS went decades without increases until recently – not 

to mention the extraordinary time and resources that go into planning and campaigning  for a ballot measure. Voters 

continue to support these measures across the state with an over 80% success rate in the fall election, which is quite 

remarkable during this very unsettling economic time. But again, relying on referenda is an inefficient – and ultimately 

inequitable – way to fund our schools.  

 

How we fund our schools and prioritize public education dollars is causing stark inequity in the educational experiences 

of our children, and the demographic make-up of our communities has left key programs underfunded and ineffective. 

We now provide 30 cents for every dollar spent on special education, and around 8 cents for every dollar spent on an 

English language learner. A growing number of districts get no funding whatsoever from the state’s largest aid program, 

which is designed to equalize their ability to provide an appropriate education. As the needs of our kids get more 

complex, we cannot ask our schools to do more with less. 

 

When I speak with Wisconsinites, I regularly hear their dismay that all students do not have the same opportunities 

across the state.  The bottom line is that all of Wisconsin’s kids should have access to a high quality, public school 

education, and districts should not have to continuously resort to referendums in order to cover basic operating 

expenses. We need a leader who understands these issues and can effectively use the department to drive change.  
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As education leaders, we know that an overhaul of our school funding system is long overdue. Among other things, we 

must address the mismatch in the formula between property value and family wealth, and we need base funding for all 

districts so that every school district in the state receives a minimum amount of state general aid. We need more 

resources to support children with special needs, English learners, children experiencing poverty, mental illness, and 

other growing needs. Furthermore, we need to ensure Wisconsin’s school funding is keeping pace with the changing 

cost of living and keeping up with the rest of the nation. If not, the future of our public education system in Wisconsin is 

at stake.  

 

4. How can we balance taxpayer concerns with educational needs? 

 

Wisconsinites have shown in poll after poll and referendum after referendum that they strongly support our public 

schools. They are the heart of our communities, the cornerstone of  our democracy, and the foundation for success in 

our state. After 387 referendums, it is abundantly clear that Wisconsin taxpayers are willing to support our public 

schools.  It is time for the Legislature to respect their wishes and do the same. It is the smartest investment we can make 

for our future. 

 

5. What changes if any would you propose in the school voucher program? How have the policies of the 

Department of Education under Betsy DeVos affected school policy and achievement in Wisconsin? 

 

I do not support any expansion of taxpayer-funded private school vouchers. For the past decade, legislative funding 

schemes have funneled dollars away from public school coffers into private vouchers, causing the state to struggle to 

meet its obligation to the public education system. That system – the very one enshrined in the Wisconsin Constitution – 

is designed to provide every student with a free, uniform education. Until we can meet that guarantee, we have no 

business investing in private education systems. 

  

That being said, it is highly unlikely that voucher programs are going away any time soon. What we can do is demand 

that if they use taxpayer dollars, they meet similar accountability measures. Many large private schools educate mostly 

voucher students – meaning that most of their funding comes from the state. Ensuring that schools in these programs 

meet financial and academic requirements akin to their public-school counterparts is a good place to start. 

  

The policies of the Department of Education under former Secretary DeVos have failed our state and our kids. Her 

refusal to enforce civil rights laws for our kids has been unconscionable.  She has fueled the rhetoric around failing public 

schools and has regularly demonized public school teachers.  She proposed cuts to public education while championing 

private schools using taxpayer dollars.  She was a nightmare for our public school system and I look forward to turning 

the page on this dark chapter by working with future Secretary Miguel Cardona to reverse the damage caused by the 

Trump administration.  

 

6. Why has it been so difficult to reduce the gap between minority and white achievement? What changes need to 

be made if we are serious about reducing the achievement gap? 

 

Student outcomes should not be predictable by ZIP code, race, income level, first language, or ability status.  

 

I have dedicated my entire career to ensuring that all students have what they need to succeed. For far too long, 

Wisconsin has been known for having the worst racial achievement gaps in the country.  Our state must examine every 
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system in place today to eliminate bias and ensure that all students are supported for success. It is not enough that we 

care deeply about our children. We must develop schools and systems that are actively anti-racist and anti-biased.  

 

My dissertation on closing racial achievement gaps was awarded the Dissertation of the Year award at UW Madison. But 

more importantly, I have successful experience closing achievement gaps as a teacher, as a principal, and as a leader at 

both the district and state level. 

 
I want to bring attention to two areas I’ve been focusing on as Assistant State Superintendent that are seeing results. 

The first is educator effectiveness. We were one of the few states to build a system that is student-centered and 

designed around continuous improvement. We have been purposeful about collecting feedback on the system so we 

can continue to make adjustments that further improve the system. 

  

Last year, our evaluation of the system showed encouraging results for both student achievement and teacher 

retention. It also revealed the importance of local implementation – schools implementing in a supportive, 

learner-centered way that focuses on helping teachers improve show student achievement increases and have teachers 

that want to stay in the profession.  

 

But if we focus on ratings, rankings, and removal, we prevent these gains and can even cause damage. Teachers not only 

leave their schools but may abandon the profession entirely, and we certainly don’t see the same student achievement 

gains.  Our evaluation data shows that in schools organized for this improvement, the achievement growth was felt most 

by students of color. I plan to ensure that everyone has the support they need to successfully implement educator 

effectiveness so that we can continue to close racial divides and achievement gaps. This is not quick nor easy work, but it 

is absolutely essential.  

 

Second, we have been working with schools and districts over the past four years to ensure that their literary and 

mathematics materials are both high quality and aligned with our standards. It was a notable shift for the state to move 

from adopting the standards for what a student needs to know and be able to do to determining HOW a school or 

district should be teaching.  And while this remains a decision of local control, the stakes are too high for the department 

to stay quiet.  

 

We came out with two bold statements. First, every kid deserves to be taught to decode through explicit and systematic 

phonics instruction.  We need to stop debating this.  Second, to teach comprehension, we need to build background 

knowledge with complex, high quality, grade-level texts that are worthy of our kids’ time and energy – not simply giving 

them skills-based comprehension work. And to support teachers in this work, we have to ensure they have access to 

professional learning tied to the use of these materials.    Schools that have switched to high quality materials have told 

us that their students are more engaged and are learning more rapidly, and the students improving most are those that 

are farthest behind.  On top of that, teachers are reporting increased joy for their craft. We need to make more progress 

here, so that every kid has access to the best instruction and every teacher has access to the highest quality materials. 

 

These are two examples that are seeing tremendous success where districts have changed their practices.  It will take 

this type of strong leadership to close achievement gaps, along with  concentrated work on building inclusive, 

welcoming environments that are free from racism and have a sense of belonging, support, and high expectations for all 

of our children.  It will require listening to our communities to ensure that reforms are being done with them rather than 
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to them.  It will require changes to the way we prepare and support teachers. Still, I am confident that together we can 

change the trajectory of outcomes for our children.  

7. When the pandemic is finally over, what actions should we take to help our children catch up on what they have 

missed -- especially those who lack broadband access, computers, and/or adults who lack the education and/or 

time to become teachers-on-the-fly? 

The most important and immediate thing we can do is ensure that the actions we take do not make matters worse.  

 

Across the state, our students will be in need of acceleration – not mediation. That means our teachers must be 

equipped to provide high quality instruction at grade level with scaffolds to ensure that all students can access this 

instruction. Of course, we will need appropriate assessments to know what supports will have to be put in place for 

students to access grade-level instruction. Standards-aligned instructional materials will support this work and will be 

more important than ever. At the statewide level, we need to ensure that we have strong core instruction in place for 

literacy and mathematics, and we need to make sure that we continue to provide a well-rounded education in science, 

social studies, art, music, world languages, CTE, and personal financial literacy.  

  

Beyond that, it is incumbent upon us as education leaders to thoroughly evaluate the lessons learned from this 

pandemic and determine what positive changes we can make moving forward.  Do all 16 and 17 year olds need to be 

learning in-person, full-time, 5 days a week? Or can we re-imagine what a school day might look like for these learners? 

Are some children – including those with the most challenges – better served in a remote or hybrid setting? If so, what 

can we change to better meet their individual needs? Regardless of what progress looks like in each individual district 

and for each individual child, we must take this opportunity to learn from this pandemic and make dramatic 

improvements to our schools instead of simply going back to what wasn’t working before COVID-19.  

 

As State Superintendent, I will be a champion for public education and partner with the Governor and Legislature to 

support the funding, policy changes, and resources our students, families, schools, and communities need to recover 

and build back stronger than ever. Throughout the pandemic, our schools have risen to the occasion and have continued 

to provide crucial, ongoing support to children and families. Now more than ever, schools need the resources to address 

students’ academic, social, emotional, and mental health needs.  

 

8. What is your position on police presence in our schools? 

All kids should feel safe in our schools, but we must acknowledge that black students and students with disabilities are 

disproportionately affected by the presence of police in our schools.  My charge as the next State Superintendent of 

schools is to lead with radical empathy and amplify student voices, especially those of students who identify as Black, 

Indigenous and Other People of Color (BIPOC). I am called to listen to the students of Wisconsin and center our work 

around their safety, well being, and educational outcomes.  I would agree with the American School Counselor 

Association, National, National Association of School Psychologists, and National Association of Secondary School 

Principals who all suggest that any decision regarding physical security measures, including the use of school resource 

officers (SROs) and other law enforcement in schools, must be determined locally and specifically include input from 

students, parents, families, educators, school leaders, and stakeholders in the community.  
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