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“We do not learn from experience...we learn from reflecting on experience.”    John Dewey

The last 15 months have given all of us much to reflect on; both personally and professionally.    I began writing this annual 
report by reading through my opening statement in our 2019-2020 Annual Report.  

Of course, the annual report content was completely focused on COVID-19 and how our education leaders rose to the 
challenge and pivoted to online learning  during the shutdown and discovered new and innovative ways to educate our 
children.

What I didn’t realize then (here comes the reflection part) is how exhausting and overwhelming this experience was going to be 
for our education leaders as you focused on supporting your students and communities.  

I didn’t know how divisive the issue of wearing a mask was going to become or how local decisions as to how to deliver 
instructional models was going to impact you financially down the road.  I couldn’t fathom how superintendents and board 
members were going to have to immerse themselves in public health information, create dashboards,  discuss burden rates and 
community spread, and constantly evaluate what they needed to do to keep their physical doors open during a pandemic.

I simply want to say thank you.  Thank you for the countless hours you have dedicated to our kids and community.   Thank you 
for your courage and patience.  And thank you for being the education heroes of the pandemic.  

Gratefully,

Terri Phillips
SWSA Executive Director

https://schoolsalliance.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Annual-Report-2019-2020-FINAL.pdf
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Special thanks to our Executive Committee

Please take a moment to thank the following Executive Committee Members:

● Larry Dux, SWSA Co-Chair (School Board Member, Pewaukee)

● Lisa Elliot, SWSA Co-Chair (Superintendent, Greenfield)
● Faith Vanderhorst, SWSA Co-Chair Elect, (School Board, Menomonee Falls)
● Region 1 Rep: John Thomsen (Superintendent, Whitefish Bay)
● Region 2 Rep: Judy Mueller (Superintendent, Franklin)
● Region 3 Rep: Paul Mielke (Superintendent, Hamilton)
● Region 4 Rep: Jane Barbian (School Board Member, Racine)
● Region 5 Rep: Chris Thiel (Legislative Policy Director Milwaukee Public Schools)
● Blaise Paul, Business Manager for South Milwaukee School District, and SWSA’s fiscal agent
● Ramie Zelenkova, SWSA Legislative Liaison

Larry Dux  has provided his leadership as he has served on the Executive Committee for the past three years in the Co-Chair Elect and in the Co-Chair 
position. His term ends on June 30, 2021.  We are grateful for his passion for education and the children and communities he serves! Thanks Larry!

John Thomsen will also be transitioning off of our Executive Committee.  We thank John for his incredible contributions and thoughtful perspective to 
support the direction of the SWSA.  Thanks John!

Jane Barbian has been a tremendous leader on our Executive Committee.  Her board perspective and background as a reading specialist provided 
great insight on the team.  Thank you for your service Jane!



Retirements & Transitions: Superintendents 

● Dr. Pat Deklotz, Superintendent of Kettle Moraine.  Pat  has been a dauntless advocate throughout her 

career and will be retiring this spring.  She  has served on the SWSA Executive Committee and in the 

Co-Chair role.   Pat, we thank you for your service and wish you the best in your next adventure! 

● Dr. Phil Ertl, Superintendent of Wauwatosa.  Phil as been a tireless advocate for children and will be 

retiring from Wauwatosa at the end of June.  We remember Phil leading us through innovative 

advocacy efforts!  We wish Phil much happiness.

● Dr. Larry Smalley, Superintendent of Glendale- River Hills.    Larry transitioned into new opportunities this 

past year.  He has been advocating passionately for kids throughout his career.  Larry served on our 

Executive Committee and provided us with insights and new ideas to stretch our advocacy efforts.  Best 

wishes Larry!

● Dr. Roger Rindo, Superintendent, Oconomowoc.  Roger is transitioning the Reedsburg School District.  He 

has been a wonderful advocate for children serving on boards throughout the community.  Good luck 

Roger!

● Dr. Mike Weber, Superintendent, Port Washington.   After a long career in education, Mike is transitioning 

into retirement.   He too has been a great advocate serving on state wide committees and representing 

our region with passion.  Best wishes Mike! 5



Special thanks to our board members who are 
transitioning.  Thank you for your community service and 
dedication to the children in your communities and across 

Wisconsin.

● Jane Barbian, Racine Unified 
● Diane Voit & Kurt O'Bryan, Waukesha 
● Heather Renno, Kettle Moraine
● Leah Schreiber & Sheryl Cerniglia, Oak Creek-Franklin
● Val Wisnewski, Hartland Lakeside
● Juliet Steitzer, Oconomowoc  
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The SWSA supports our mission through the following tiered approach: 

1. Develop and implement key strategies to advocate for sound education policy
2. Raise the impact of SWSA by identifying and developing mutually beneficial 

partnerships 
3. Continue to strengthen the SWSA business model by supporting school districts 

and their communities
4. Leverage research to drive educational practice and advocacy 

SWSA Strategic Areas 
The SWSA’s mission is to advocate for the benefit of all students by driving education policies supporting 

strong public schools to ensure world class practices, economic vitality, and community well-being. 

Our outcomes during the 2020-2021 calendar year are outlined on the subsequent pages. 
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Strategic Area 1: Advocate for sound education policy

● Developed a legislative agenda with input from the 
SWSA Membership & guidance from the Executive 
Committee 

○ The 2021-2023 Legislative Priorities have become the 
foundation for our legislative advocacy work. 

○ Resources were created to support advocacy efforts 
during the biennial budget process including talking 
points, draft letters and testimony.  All of this information 
was shared in the SWSA Resource Folder. 

● The SWSA Executive Director & legislative liaison, 
Ramie Zelenkova and her staff supported the 
membership by

○ Submitting testimony on critical bills (example Joint 
Finance Committee (JFC) 4-28-2021)

○ Supporting SWSA members to provide their testimony to 
the JFC; both in-person and virtually.

○ Working behind the scenes to have conversations with 
key legislative offices on K-12 education issues.

○ Providing the membership with a weekly “bill tracker” to 
highlight key pieces of legislation and action needed.

https://schoolsalliance.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/SWSA-2021-2023-Legislative-Framework-1.pdf
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Ha18xF2s7UG-tjCbvr--ASrbIqcxs5Rv?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1R7Vnl77dVngIhKhrxbNHTuCGhnEiTdI_/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1R7Vnl77dVngIhKhrxbNHTuCGhnEiTdI_/view?usp=sharing
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Strategic Area 1: Advocate for sound education policy

Met with leaders of the Joint Finance Committee (JFC) 
who represent our region to discuss the 2021-2023 

Biennial Budget (Feb. 2021)

Democrat Joint Finance Committee (JFC) leaders who represent 
our region 

● Sen. Johnson
● Rep. Goyke

● Rep. Neubauer

Republican Joint Finance Committee (JFC) leaders who represent 
our region 

● Sen. Kooyenga
● Sen. Stroebel
● Rep. Rodriguez 

Sen. Stroebel Sen. Johnson Sen. Kooyenga

Rep. Rodriguez Rep. Goyke Rep. Neubauer
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Strategic Area 1: Advocate for sound education policy

Hosted other key leaders throughout the 
2020-2021 Calendar Year

● State Superintendent Candidates and Finalists
○ Met with all  7 State Superintendent Candidates AND the two 

finalists (October 2020-March 2021) to discuss their vision of 
K-12 public education in Wisconsin.

○ SWSA also hosted the two finalists and had an opportunity to 
hear their final campaign thoughts.

● Former Senator Luther Olsen who provided  an “inside look” 
into what happens during the session.

● State Budget Director, Brian Pahnke met with our 
membership to build understanding of the Governor’s budget 
and discuss strategy.

State Budget Director, 
Brian Pahnke

Former Sen. Luther Olsen
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Strategic Area 2: Raise the impact of SWSA by identifying and 
developing mutually beneficial partnerships 

● Children’s Hospital Partnership
○ The Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Gutzeit and and Head of the Pediatric 

practice, Dr. Khare, met monthly with the SWSA Membership to 
provide the most up to date information and guidance during the 
pandemic. 

● The SWSA Executive Director and legislative liaison met weekly 
with key partners across the state to continue to advocating and 
strategizing for our members

○ Weekly strategy meetings with the following partners:
■ School Administrators Alliance (SAA)
■ Wisconsin Association of School Boards (WASB)
■ Wisconsin Rural Schools Alliance (WiRSA)

○ Weekly stakeholder meetings with the Department of Public 
Instruction (DPI)

● Frequent conversations and collaboration with CESA 1 on 
relevant issues
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Strategic Area 3: Continue to strengthen the SWSA business model 
by supporting school districts and their communities
 
● The SWSA pivoted to virtual meetings in April 2020 due to the pandemic and has been hosting 

meetings with an average of 40-50 attendees each month!  
○ The Executive Committee will be evaluating next steps for in-person and hybrid meetings in the upcoming 

calendar year.  Stay tuned!

● Communications
○ A small ad-hoc team from the SWSA membership created and released a video on June 24, 2021 in support of 

our education leaders and their incredible fortitude during the difficult summer months.  (posted on the SWSA 
Website and can be found HERE).

○ The SWSA website has been frequently updated to support member districts; particularly in the area of 
current legislative issues.  Check out the Current Legislation page on the website!

○ The SWSA Executive Director and legislative liaison team provided frequent updates to members including 
resources and videos to support local district advocacy efforts.

● Monthly School Board Member meetings were held to support school board members with peer 
input during the height of the pandemic. 

● The Executive Director provided one on one support to member districts when needed. 

https://schoolsalliance.com/
https://schoolsalliance.com/current-legislation/
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● Continued to cultivate our partnership with the Wisconsin Policy Forum to 
provide access to research and educational opportunities for SWSA members
○ Wisconsin Policy Forum

■ SWSA serves on the Education Committee with the Wisconsin Policy Forum.  This 
committee helps guide their research efforts and identify ways to improve the 
value of the information they are providing.

■ The relationship between SWSA and the Wisconsin Policy Forum gives our team 
the opportunity to drive education policy for the region and the state.

■ As members of the Wisconsin Policy Forum, all SWSA members are on their mailing 
lists and have access to their reports and webinars.

● Our team continues to look for opportunities to partner with outside 
organizations such as the Wisconsin Institute for Public Policy and Service 
(WIPPS) to identify ways to make connections to broaden research 
opportunities. 

○ WIPPS recently released a report on the impact that COVID has had on students.  SWSA provided 
connections for their team to conduct interviews.  Their latest research: The Voices of 
Wisconsin Students Project: Learning, Coping, and Building Resilience During COVID-19

Strategic Area 4: Leverage research to drive educational 
practice and advocacy 

https://wipps.org/data-design-collection-and-analysis/the-voices-of-wisconsin-students-project-learning-coping-and-building-resilience-during-covid-19/
https://wipps.org/data-design-collection-and-analysis/the-voices-of-wisconsin-students-project-learning-coping-and-building-resilience-during-covid-19/
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Advocacy is not easy and sometimes can be frustrating. 

But...we must continue to advocate for kids.  They are our 
future!  Without the proper resources and policies to support 
your good work, we can’t provide opportunities our kids 
deserve.

Thank you all for prioritizing the difficult task of intentionally 
advocating!  The primary goal of the SWSA is to support you 
and your team to advocate on behalf of kids.  

You are all amazing education leaders!  Thanks for doing what 
you do best and please let us know what more we can do to 
support you and your team.

Warmly,

Terri Phillips
SWSA Executive Director 


