
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 believe the role of public education is to advance the common good by educating our children, assisting their 

families, and serving our communities. Public education is a collective good born out of a collective desire to 

facilitate the development of an educated citizenry. It is a foundational core of our democracy and a beacon for 

our communities.   

My policy platform follows from my foundational beliefs, references the NCSL document No Time to Lose: How 

to Build a World-Class Education System State by State, and centers on readiness. The first pillar of my platform 

is Leaders Ready to Lead. Wisconsin is at a social and economic inflection point further exposed by the 

pandemic. We are thirsty for leadership. I propose we engage our school districts by leveraging CESA 

relationships to develop a vision for our future.  The second pillar is Students Ready to Learn.  I believe we can 

better serve our youngest learners and their families. I support expanding 4K programming to full day and 

offering services to all children upon their third birthday, and the use of school districts to facilitate and 

coordinate community daycare options.  The third pillar is Teachers Ready to Teach. Excellent public education 

requires excellent teachers. I committed to developing strategies to ensure teaching remains an attractive and 

fulfilling profession.  Finally, if we are ready to lead, ready to learn, and ready to teach, I believe will produce 

Future Ready Graduates.  I believe in the metrics connected to Redefining Ready as a way of meeting our 

obligation to produce high school graduates who are career, college, and life ready. We can do this! 

 
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 believe the key to a more active role in state policy making is first an acceptance that the State Superintendent of 

Public Instruction is not a lawmaker but a policy influencer.  This means using the “bully pulpit” of the office to 

be a champion for public education and developing relationships with legislators to better impact the process. 

More effective policy making requires the development of an agenda that aligns with the agreed upon vision for 

public education.  The document No Time to Lose highlights the fact that successful education systems require an 

aligned set of policies and practices. I believe the best way to impact the legislative process is to set an aggressive 

agenda for change based upon a vision for the future not a defense of the past. 

I will offer that our rural and urban school districts have far more in common than we realize.  During recent 

discussions with Gilman Superintendent, Wally Liepart and Milwaukee Superintendent, Dr. Keith Posely I 

stressed my belief that academic achievement in Wisconsin is a “we are in this together” proposition.  Both Mr. 

Liepart and Dr. Posely acknowledged the need for the education community in our state to adopt a more unified 

approach. We are more alike than we are different. Funding gaps, achievement gaps, and opportunity gaps are 

simply intolerable. Student success in rural Gilman and metro Milwaukee are both equally important. Each has to 

care about the other. We can do this Wisconsin! 

From an execution standpoint, we will join forces by identifying policy agenda items that positively impact all 

school districts. For example, the Milwaukee Public Schools 2017 – 2018 Legislative Agenda recommends, 

among other things, more comparable revenue limit amounts, full funding for all-day 4k, universal access for 3k, 

increased funding for both special education and English language learners, targeted support for areas with high 

poverty, and transparency for the voucher program. These proposals are part of my campaign platform and will 

positively impact all school districts across our state.   

 



While visiting more than 60 school districts across the state from Superior to Janesville and from Hudson to 

Sheboygan, I discussed the need to create a collaborative statewide approach. I suggested the use of “like district” 

cohorts and greater use of CESA leadership as ways to increase statewide sharing of professional practice. If 

elected, I will offer leadership by emphasizing my belief that realizing substantive gains in statewide achievement 

will require all of us to work together. 

 

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? 
 

The decline in resources has impacted the educational outcomes for students is two very important ways. First, 

through the disparity created between our school districts and second, through the basic inability to meet the 

needs of children.  

 

The disparity in funding for our school districts threatens the foundation of public education. We are failing to 

meet our constitutional obligation to provide educational services across the state that “are nearly as uniform as 

possible.”   

 

When discussing this issue at Viterbo University where I teach school finance to future school superintendents, I 

create two sample districts for comparison. In District A, approximately 10% of the students receive special 

education services and 25% of the students qualify for the federal free and reduced lunch program. In District B, 

approximately 20% of the students receive special education services and 50% of the students qualify for free and 

reduced lunch.  Assuming both districts generate the same amount of revenue per student under the revenue limit 

formula, District B will be compelled to apply a greater share of its resources to serving its needier children 

leaving fewer resources for other things. District B will be unable to offer comparable programming to what is 

offered by District A unless they are able to generate more revenue.  While Districts A and B are fictional places 

created for purposes of discussion, this type of disparity is very common amongst similar sized school districts 

across our state. The issue is real and disproportionately impacts our smaller rural districts. 

 

The inability to meet the ever-increasing needs of many of our children greatly impacts the level of our 

educational outcomes. During a discussion with Dr. Posely and the finance team for Milwaukee Public Schools, 

we discussed the staggering number of homeless children they serve each day, the need to translate instructional 

materials into 14 different languages, the need to serve more than15,000 special education students, the need for 

internet connections, the need to serve meals, and the $80 million price tag for transportation. Many of our 

communities and their families are in crisis. The local public school is often the only source of hope and help. 

 

I believe the continued underfunding of our public schools will further inhibit academic achievement as more and 

more dollars are spent getting children ready to learn. We must rediscover ways to better connect our public 

schools with other social agencies to leverage talent and reduce cost in order to restore funding the actual work of 

teaching children. I witnessed this firsthand in Ashland while touring the community mental health facility 

located in the high school.  The facility was used by the Ashland School District, City of Ashland, Ashland 

County, and the Bad River Tribe. Each group benefitted from use of the facility. We can do this! 

 

As state superintendent I will advocate for predictable, scheduled increases to the special education 

reimbursement rate. I will propose the development of a layered approach to school finance that builds upon the 

current equalization model with an adapted “per pupil” funding that is categorical in nature rather than simply 

applied to each student across the state. We can apply data to develop multipliers that are based upon specific 



student needs. For example, a school district would receive an additional per pupil amount for each child in 

poverty, for each in need of English language learning services, for each child declared homeless, or for each 

child receiving mental health services. This would be funded in part with the dollars now being spent on the 

current universal “per pupil” categorical aid program. If properly applied, the school districts with a larger 

percentage of students in need of additional services will receive additional revenue. The prioritization of the 

funding will be based upon the data collected to reveal the additional costs and prevalence of each category.  

As Isabella Wilkerson noted in her book Caste, people “are willing to pay higher property taxes for their own 

children but baulk at taxes to educate the children society devalues.”  It is past time to stand up for those in need 

of our help.  Remember, this is about “We” not “I.” 

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

 

I think it is important for everyone to realize this is an interdependent relationship. Our public schools rely on a 

successful business climate to generate the resulting tax revenue for funding. In turn, a successful economy relies 

upon public education to provide a skilled labor force and the positive social conditions necessary to support both 

consumers and employees.  

It is worth noting the “average” Wisconsin resident paid 14% of their annual income to cover the cost of property 

taxes and state income taxes in 1981. That figure is estimated to be about 11% today. For a whole host of social, 

political and economic reason, the economic burden of property and state income tax on the typical Wisconsin 

taxpayer has been reduced over the last 40 years by a factor of about 20%. On the other hand, it is also worth 

noting that school referenda in Wisconsin pass at a very high rate. It appears we find ways to achieve balance 

regardless of where we start. 

I will conclude with a word of a caution regarding the use of public dollars to fund parent-controlled private 

school vouchers. I addition to a number other concerns addressed in question #5, I will offer the transfer of 

taxpayer dollars from the collective good known as public education to an individual commodity known as 

private school detracts from the collective spirit discussed above. When the increasing number of private school 

vouchers begins to further erode school budgets, our collective society begins to devalue our common good. It 

becomes easier to dismiss “those” public schools as failing or “those” hard-working taxpayers as selfish. We must 

work together, or we will fail together. 

 
 

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? 

 

Critical to this question is a reminder that public education is not a private commodity that we purchase for our 

child, it is a collective good we as a society provide for our children.  The delivery of a voucher to a parent who in 

turn “spends” the voucher at a private school implies the opposite. As noted in the previous question, this erodes 

support and ownership of our sacred commitment to provide outstanding public education for all children.  As 

your State Superintendent of Public Instruction will focus my efforts on strengthening public education for the 

common good. 

I am opposed to the concept of private school vouchers. I will cite my former employer, the School District of 

West Salem (SDWS), as an example. The SDWS has a budget of approximately $22 million.  This year the 

district will transfer approximately $450,000 to fund private school vouchers.  The vouchers will be spent at 

varies private schools in the La Crosse area.  Not one of these private schools offers anywhere close to the quality 

of programming offered by SDWS. This is therefore an example of extraordinarily poor public policy - collect 

taxes and then purchase substandard academic services. Please know this is not a judgement against families who 



choose private education.  I respect the very personal decision many families make to enroll their children in a 

private school. However, it is rarely about academic achievement and should never come at taxpayer cost. 

Secretary DeVos and her team at the Department of Education spent the last four years attempting to eliminate 

public education.  She and her team believe that a quality education is a commodity to be purchased by parents for 

their children, a commodity better offered by private entities with a de-professionalized workforce. Wisconsin has 

suffered mostly through the national political support for the expansion of private school vouchers and through 

the reduction of federal education funding now funneled to private institutions. 

 
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? 
 

I will begin by asserting the racial achievement gap in Wisconsin is a terribly sad reality and a difficult issue to 

solve.  Generations of dedicated and talented education professionals in our state have worked tirelessly to 

address this issue.  While generations of children have suffered because we can’t seem to get this right.  We 

simply have to find the answer. 

This issue is partly rooted in a dominant social culture established by the European and Scandinavian settlers who 

made Wisconsin their home. While we all enjoy the positive quirkiness of a state known for bratwurst, cheese, 

and the Packers, the flip side of this dominance is a rather troubled history of simply expecting those from 

different cultures to conform to the dominant culture.  The African American experience in our state is one such 

example.  From redlining and systemic racism, to an expectation of conformity in our schools and a plethora of 

other hurdles too numerous to list, we’ve made academic and social success by African Americans in our state 

extraordinarily difficult. The tragic events of 2020 have further exposed systemic racism across our nation and in 

Wisconsin. As noted in earlier forums, I am no longer interested in apologies and promises, I want action. We can 

do this. 

If elected as the next State Superintendent of Public Instruction, I will make the closure of this achievement gap a 

top priority. I will use the platform of this elected position to continually focus the entire state on this issue. This 

is a “we” problem with a “we” solution that affects everyone.   

The professional process will begin with a thorough review of data, the current approach to addressing this issue, 

and the work in other states now experiencing better results. The process will also include recognition of the 

dedicated professionals currently working to close the gap. This is a complex and difficult issue to which 

numerous talented and caring people have dedicated their entire professional lives. We thank them all. 

The solutions to further closing this achievement gap require a more culturally sensitive approach. This demands 

more professional development for educators in the areas of engaging African American students and families, 

offering significant examples of positive racial identity, and celebrating cultural differences and experiences. 

Purposeful cultural awareness, high academic expectations for all students, and authentic relationships with 

families and their communities offer a path to success for all children. We must get better at meeting all children 

and families where they “are” not where we think they “should be.”  

Improving in this area is an absolute imperative for our state. Closing the achievement gap for all students of 

color especially African American students is critical to our future success as a state.  The demographics are clear 

- Wisconsin is going to become more diverse. How well we adapt will determine our fate.   

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 areas previously identified in my platform including leaders ready to lead, students ready to learn, and 

teachers ready to teach, will help guide a response to the many issues exposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

First, COVID-19 will offer a “once in a lifetime” chance to develop a long-term vision for public education. Like 

all social disrupters, the pandemic offers a window into our practice and creates fertile ground for improvement. 

With leaders who are “ready to lead” we can reassert public education as our collective commitment to better 

serving each child and redefine public education’s role in creating a better social and economic future for 

everyone. The citizens are thirsty for leadership. 

 

Ensuring that our children are “ready to learn” in a post COVID-19 environment is critical. The primary challenge 

will be reconnecting with children and assessing the impact of the pandemic. The department can provide 

statewide leadership by gathering comparative data and effective strategies from state and national sources to 

assist our CESAs in facilitating the most effective approaches to best serving the children and families of our 

state. 

 

Like all industries across our state, the pandemic is having an impact on employees. Whether you are an 

exhausted medical worker or an unemployed restaurant worker, the pandemic has dramatically altered your 

workplace. Reconnecting with teachers to ensure they are “ready to teach” is a precursor to success.  Teachers, 

principals, and support employees who interact with children on a daily basis are the backbone of our industry - 

they do the work. Assessing what they learned while working remotely, meeting their social and emotional needs 

following the pandemic and collaborating with them to create a new workplace environment that will better serve 

our children and families are the keys to recovery. Reengaging our workforce with a focus on student 

achievement is critical. Our teachers must be “ready to teach.” 

 

Finally, in this exciting time for leadership, it is also necessary to expose the work of those using the pandemic to 

dismantle public education. Secretary DeVos and several ideological think tanks are viewing the COVID-19 

pandemic as an opportunity to further their agenda of privatizing public education. The pandemic forced many 

schools to close and created a captive audience of struggling families willing to explore alternatives to public 

schools. From direct payments to families to the expansion of school vouchers, the social disruption of the 

pandemic has created a window of opportunity. This is a time in need of vigilant leadership for our public 

schools.  

 

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

I will begin with a full disclosure. While principal of West Salem High School I was instrumental in forging a 

collaborative relationship with the Village of West Salem to create and fund the part-time position of Police 

Liaison Officer. During my time as superintendent of the School District of West Salem I was instrumental in 

expanding this to a full-time position. 

I remain convinced there is a role for police officers in our schools.  At a time when confidence and trust in our 

police departments is low, I believe it to be evermore important to reestablish a healthy and productive climate of 

trust by creating ways for police officers to work with students and families in a non-threatening manner.  Critical 

to this endeavor is a clearly defined job description and a detailed list of expectations. School policing is 

community policing – allowing police officers to build trusting relationships with students, families, and staff.  

Also critical are clear expectations for school staff.  We must demand that our school staff not rely on police 

officers to manage student behavior.  The police are involved in our schools to protect and to serve not to issue 

detentions or to arrest children for what should be school-managed incidents. 

 



As State Superintendent of Public Instruction, I will advocate for the development of a uniform understanding of 

the role of police in our schools. I believe the school districts, CESA, and police departments across our state can 

work together to establish a set of goals and expectations leading to a healthier and safer school and community 

climate for all children. 

 


