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By Jennifer Wimmer

Students who are “smiling with their eyes” and teachers
holding parent-teacher conferences over video or phone are
examples of the many changes with in-person instruction for
the students, staff, and families of the West Bend School Dis-
trict this school year. These creative measures and observa-
tions are just one small part of the story of the 2020-2021
school year. The most important part of school continues —
a high level of learning. 

Instructors have worked very hard to adjust
and maintain their teaching and learning
goals for their students. Denise Lyneis, an
eighth-grade math teacher at Badger Middle
School said, “Communication is such a key ele-
ment in learning. In order to encourage and
continue this practice, I have taped rectangles
on the floor in my classroom so the kids can
rotate their desks to have different partners to
share with and still remain physically dis-
tanced.” 

For some students, distance learning has been a part of
their learning experience due to being placed in quarantine
after close contact with a COVID-19 case. A big step in making
distance learning the best experience possible was the school
district securing a Chromebook laptop for each child in

grades K-12. While the laptops are also
used within the school buildings, they are
very integral to a continuation of learning
if students are in quarantine. Document
cameras that teachers attach to their lap-
top in the classroom support students at
home so they can see the materials being
used in class. All instructors received
additional training in distance learning in
the summer and they are now implement-
ing it for students in quarantine. 

Physical education teachers have pur-
chased additional equipment so students
do not have to share and have implement-
ed physical distancing in a gymnasium.
Art teachers are using videos for art pro-
ject demonstrations. Music teachers are
creating “instruments” such as chopsticks
and dowels to help students learn about

sound and music while they refrain from singing. Music
lessons are being conducted via video and students are learn-
ing music theory and composition when they cannot sing or
play as a group. 

More than 900 West Bend School District students and their
families chose a full- or part-time virtual education for the
2020-2021 school year with the West Bend Virtual Academy.
While continuing to work through scheduling and technical
issues, the academy is running and the students continue to
be part of the West Bend School District with access to school-
provided supports and extracurricular opportunities. Fami-
lies will be given the opportunity to switch the instructional
option for their child(ren) for the second semester. 

Especially at this time, we must address the social and emo-
tional needs of our students. Jill Mahlberg, a kindergarten
teacher at Fair Park Elementary, said, “Despite the many
changes being made for the safety and well being of all, kids
remain resilient and enthusiastic about school. They think
about their learning, set goals, take steps to reach their goals,
and then set higher goals. They learn to recognize, talk about,
and successfully manage their emotions.” 

Are the students happy to be back considering all the
changes within their physical spaces and their school day?
Rick Bury, a third-grade teacher at Green Tree Elementary,
said “Students enjoy learning! Students enjoy being together!
Students have been able to learn with classmates even though
they are distanced from each other. Students are practicing
ways to help one another, being kind and respectful to others,
and are practicing ways to become better students and peo-
ple.” 

Fair Park Elementary fourth-grade teacher Jill Riffel con-
curs: “Although the students are masked during the day, it’s
easy to understand through their words and actions how they
feel about being back in school...GRATEFUL. Grateful for
learning, grateful for friends, grateful for fun and games, but
most importantly grateful for being together.”

At the West Bend School District, we are all grateful for the
partnership with our families, staff, and the community to
help follow pandemic safety guidelines that clearly assist us
in keeping our doors open and we ask that this partnership
continue as the winter months approach. 

(Jennifer Wimmer is superintended of the West Bend School
District.)

What learning looks
like in 2020-21 

“Democracy is based on the conviction that there
are extraordinary possibilities in ordinary people.”

— Harry Emerson Fosdick
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The campaign is never over

YOUR RIGHT TO KNOW 

DOC should be more open about COVID-19

One of the joys of writ-
ing a column that will be
published on Election Day
is that I not longer feel
compelled to write any-
thing about the campaign.
It is over and the time of
choosing has come. 

When the polls close on
Election Day, I truly have
no idea what the results
will be. The various data
points that usually provide
some indication of what
the American people will
do are skewed and contra-
dictory. Unless one is a
gambler, however, there is
little to be gained from try-
ing to predict the future.
We could see a blowout
either way or a very tight
election where the results
will not be known for
weeks to come. 

What we do know is that
politics are not, or should
not be, life. Whatever the
result of the presidential
election and whenever we
learn that result, we will go
about our lives. Americans
will celebrate Thanksgiv-
ing and reconnect with
their families. The crisp
air and turning leaves
always get deer hunters
thinking about the woods
and trying to time their
days off with the rut. The
Christmas season is stalk-
ing everyone. We are trying
to figure out what which
local stores are still open
and what we will have to
order online.  

For most of our history,

politics has been a some-
what distant abstraction
that periodically interfered
with the normal rhythm of
life. Americans went about
our lives working, playing,
raising our families, prac-
ticing our faiths, mowing
lawns, chatting with neigh-
bors, and generally con-
cerning ourselves with get-
ting by. Every couple of
years we would spend a few
weeks being assaulted by
campaigns before slipping
back into our regular rou-
tines. 

If it seems like politics
has taken a larger role in
American life, it has. One
cause is the rise of social
media and our expansive
digital lives. Prior to the
internet being a ubiquitous
part of our existence, polit-
ical conversations for most
people were relatively rare
and cordial. One might
chat with a neighbor or
bartender about the poli-

tics of the day. Occasional-
ly, there would be a politi-
cal rally or debate nearby.
Some families had lively
dinner conversations about
some pressing political
issue. Generally those con-
versations were personal
and personable because
they were infused with all
of the nuances of human
relationships. 

Now many people are
having daily political
debates with strangers.
With each person behind a
protective pane of glass
and able to retreat to rela-
tive anonymity, the politi-
cal debates have become
heated, unremitting, and
cruel. We have dehuman-
ized our opponents on the
other end of the wire, and
in doing so, we have lost
some of our own humanity. 

Another driver of the
growing relevance of poli-
tics in our lives is that we
have ceded too much power
to the political realm. In
earlier years, debates over
the next Supreme Court
justice or which party con-
trolled the U.S. Senate were
important, but not impera-
tive. Our far-away federal
government made big deci-
sions about big things, but
was relegated to a narrow
part of our daily lives. 

Now we have allowed our
federal government into
the most intimate corners
of our lives. We have
allowed politicians and
bureaucrats we have never

met, who live and work in
distant cities to which we
have never been, to make
the most granular deci-
sions about how we live our
lives. They are deciding
what kind of cars we can
drive, how we see our doc-
tors, how much water our
toilets can use, what fuels
our lawnmowers can use,
what our schools teach our
children, what foods we
can eat, how we make our
neighborhoods safe, and so
much more. 

Throughout most of our
history, these decisions
were left to the good sense
of individuals and the
cooperation between
neighbors. Now we task
our government to homog-
enize and codify the most
minor of human interac-
tions into law. If it seems
that politics are taking a
larger role in our lives, it is
because we have allowed it.
Some have insisted upon it. 

As we welcome the end of
this political campaign sea-
son, the next one is already
beginning. If we want to
de-escalate our political
arguments, we can do so by
putting down our devices,
talking to people in person,
and making our govern-
ment smaller. 

(Owen B. Robinson is a
conservative Wisconsin polit-
ical commentator and for-
mer West Bend resident. He
can be reached at
owen@bootsandsabers.com.)

By Gretchen Schuldt

In late October, the Wisconsin
Department of Corrections finally dis-
closed the number of COVID-19 deaths
among people incarcerated in state
prisons. That’s good news. But it’s
troubling that this disclosure, which
revealed that at least five state inmates
have died, came only after months of
delaying, obfuscating and covering up.

And the DOC is still trying hard to
hide information about the COVID-19

epidemic.
Under the leadership

of Secretary Kevin Carr,
the agency previously
refused to release the
numbers because, it
said, to do so would vio-
late federal privacy
laws. That excuse was
transparently weak and

baseless. Other states, after all, were
already releasing this information.
And using DOC’s logic would mean fire
departments could not report fire fatal-
ities and the Department of Trans-
portation could not report highway
deaths.

But the DOC now says it will only
report deaths once the cause is con-
firmed, which could take weeks or
months, according to the Wisconsin
State Journal. The mere fact that
inmates die after contracting COVID-
19 will not be enough to trigger disclo-
sure.

Still, it’s a start. The information
absolutely should be in the public
domain. It helps to show how well the
people in charge of controlling the pan-
demic are doing and it provides
accountability for a system that is
mostly inaccessible to the general pub-
lic.

But it’s just a start. The DOC’s track
record on providing pandemic-related
information is spotty at best. Yes, the
dashboards that report on COVID-19
cases in prison are useful, assuming
they are accurate, but they are limited.

My group, the Wisconsin Justice Ini-
tiative, filed an open records request
with the DOC six months ago request-
ing information on its pandemic-relat-
ed policies and how infected inmates
are quarantined or isolated, among

other things. The DOC has yet to pro-
vide a single document.

In addition, the agency’s 2021-23 bud-
get request omits any useful descrip-
tion of major challenges faced by the
prisons. There is, for example, no dis-
cussion of any changes related to or
inspired by COVID-19, or even what
pandemic-related costs the DOC antici-
pates for next fiscal year and beyond.

It is difficult to understand why Carr
is so reluctant to provide the public
with this information. There are tens
of thousands of people inside and out-
side of prisons directly involved —
inmates, obviously,but also prison
staff, and the families and loved ones of
both those groups.

Yes, it is great that the DOC will now
tell how many “people in its care” (to
use the agency’s euphemism) die of
COVID-19. But its transparency comes
only after bloviation didn’t work.
Worse, the agency still is not being
open about the pandemic; it is still hid-
ing way too much.

So when DOC totals up those COVID-
19 fatality numbers, maybe it should
add one more — its own credibility.

(Your Right to Know is a monthly col-
umn distributed by the Wisconsin Free-
dom of Information Council,
wisfoic.org, a group dedicated to open
government. Gretchen Schuldt is execu-
tive director of the Wisconsin Justice
Initiative.)
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