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DEAR FAMILIES, 

The public school employees who make up the Wisconsin Education Association 

Council have something special in common with Wisconsin’s parents. We want the 

best for every child in the classroom and in life.

Wisconsin has a proud tradition of high-quality public education, with the highest 

graduation rates in the nation. Our students regularly place at the top of college 

entrance exams and Advanced Placement tests. It is up to all of us working 

together to be sure our students are prepared for the global workforce.

As teachers and education support professionals, our union believes it is critically 

important for everyone to have a voice in our public schools – including parents, 

educators, and community/business leaders. Strong schools create successful 

students, improve our economy and make our communities great places to live. 

Working together means sharing ideas, and Classroom Connections is brought 

to you by educators from your local community and across the state. It is full of 

dozens of inspiring strategies and tips straight from educators. You’ll discover 

how to foster a love for reading, engage in successful communications with your 

child’s teacher, explore Wisconsin’s technical college system, incorporate art in all 

subjects, keep your family healthy, and much more.

We would like to hear your ideas too – you can tell us what works for your family 

when it comes to family/school partnerships and more at weac.org/parents. 

Together, we are all moving education forward.

Have a great school year,

Mary Bell
Wisconsin Rapids Teacher & WEAC President

• Wisconsin is #1 in graduation rates in the nation.

• Three-quarters of Wisconsin students advance to post-secondary education.

• Fifty-two percent of teachers hold a master’s degree.

• More Wisconsin students take Advanced Placement classes today than at any time in state history.

• Wisconsin consistently places fi rst or second on the ACT test and more than two-thirds of students take the test.
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INTERESTING 
FACTS ABOUT 
WISCONSIN’S 
TECHNICAL 
COLLEGE SYSTEM:

The Wisconsin technical college 
system is 100 years old.

Many schools allow students 
to start a program while still 
attending high school.

Many credits can transfer to 
a four-year university or college.

More than 300 programs are 
offered in the system.

Classes are often more 
affordable than four-year 
universities and colleges.

Visit witechcolleges.org 
to learn more about Wisconsin’s 
technical colleges.

HOW CAN PARENTS AND STUDENTS DECIDE IF TECHNICAL COLLEGES 
ARE A GOOD FIT? MS. MICHELN RECOMMENDS THE FOLLOWING:

Research technical 
colleges by visiting and 
sitting in a class while 
school is in session. 

Talk to your children about 
the world of work and what 
they need to succeed and 
support themselves.

Have them consider all of their 
interests, and see which ones 
might have applications for the 
workforce.

For some high school graduates a four-year degree might not be the 
right match. One option for those interested in preparing themselves for
the working world is to attend one of Wisconsin’s 47 technical colleges. 
According to the Wisconsin Technical College System, more than 85 
percent of graduates are employed within six months of graduation and 
97 percent are satisfi ed with their technical college education.

Barbara Micheln is a WEAC member and instructor at Gateway Technical 
College in Kenosha. The path that led her to teach both high school graduates 
and adults at Gateway is very similar to some of her students. After years 
of working in radio and television and media sales, she attended Gateway 
to pursue a degree in interior design. After working in the fi eld, she then 
came back to Gateway as an instructor. Her experience is something she 
passes along to her students, who often successfully compete in the 
workforce alongside students from four-year universities and colleges.

“At technical colleges you get hands-on experience. One of the greatest 
advantages is the one-on-one attention in classes, taught by instructors 
who have worked in these fi elds for years,” said Ms. Micheln. 

“People leave here fully equipped to start their lives,” said Ms. Micheln. 
For parents and graduates, those just might be the words they need to hear.

Two-thirds of the fastest growing occupations require technical 
education of an associate degree or less.

DID YOU
KNOW?

BARBARA MICHELN

INSTRUCTOR

WEAC MEMBER

GATEWAY TECHNICAL COLLEGE

KENOSHA, WISCONSIN

<
<

A TECHNICAL APPROACH TO 

85% OF TECHNICAL COLLEGE GRADUATES ARE
EMPLOYED WITHIN SIX MONTHS OF GRADUATION.
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WHAT IF MY CHILDREN ONLY WANT TO READ A BOOK THEY 
HAVE MEMORIZED?

That’s a really good thing! If your child is at a lower level of fl uency this is really 
important. Repeated readings also provide for confi dence building, which is true at 
every age. As parents and teachers we want to promote reading for enjoyment at 
every age. 

Parents are sometimes concerned, too, if their child only wants to read “easy” 
books or a specifi c series of books. Research shows that this tends to be a phase. 
If your children are enjoying the books, encourage this action and eventually they 
will move onto something else.

WHAT ABOUT PARENTS WHO DON’T HAVE TIME FOR 
STRUCTURED READING WITH THEIR CHILDREN?

As much as you can, listen to audio books which help build vocabulary and 
comprehension. Engage them in conversation. Ask them about their friends and 
why they like them. Ask them to talk about current events. Talking and processing 
help stimulate the brain for reading.

For those parents who can’t sit down with their children regularly, remember that 
even reading one page every now and then is positive. Visit the library often and 
allow your children to pick any books that look to be of interest. They will come to 
see the library as a special place.

SARAH SCHNUELLE 
SHARES SIMPLE 

IDEAS ON HOW TO 
BUILD READING 

SKILLS:

Ask your child to tell you
three things that made 
for an interesting day.

Ask your child to talk about the 
weather. It’s simple, but weather 

includes many vocabulary 
words necessary for reading.

Have printed materials around 
the house – from junk mail to 

recipes. When kids are exposed 
to print, they’ll often read it or 
ask you to read it to them, and 

everyday reading materials 
evolve emergent literacy skills. 
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FOR THE LOVE OF
read•ing

SARAH SCHNUELLE IS A FIRST-GRADE TEACHER AND WEAC MEMBER IN PALMYRA, WIS.,
AND FROM THE SOUNDS OF HER CLASSROOM, HER STUDENTS ARE ALL ON THEIR WAY TO 
BECOMING EXCELLENT READERS AND WRITERS.

Often, parents might be stuck as to how they 
can best help their children along the reading 
road – from children just learning to read to 
children who may need more of a challenge. 
Ms. Schnuelle shares some tips on reading: 

HOW CAN PARENTS OF EARLY 
READERS HELP THEIR CHILDREN?

This stage often involves reading to a child or 
having the child read with you. If your children 
get stuck on a word, have them look at the 
picture to see if it helps. Parents sometimes 
want to rush their children into reading 
non-picture books, but picture books are a 

wonderful way for new 
readers to get connected 
to words and context.

non-picture books, but picture books are a 
wonderful way for new 
readers to get connected 
to words and context.

ing

SARAH SCHNUELLE

FIRST-GRADE TEACHER

WEAC MEMBER

PALMYRA-EAGLE AREA SCHOOL DISTRICT

PALMYRA, WISCONSIN

<
< The NEA hosts an annual Read Across America challenge. Visit nea.org/readacrossamerica 

for ideas on how to bring this program to your school.
DID YOU
KNOW?
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Service groups, academic clubs and sports teams are proven to boost what a 
student learns in classrooms. The more engaged students are after school, the 
more engaged they are during school.

Ms. Luke said that extracurricular activities give students a bond with their school, 
their peers and their teachers. When students are energized for activities after 
school they are motivated during school, keeping their grades up to stay on a 
sports team or fi nding an interesting topic to study.

“When kids – especially at the 
high school level – fi nd 
something they can connect to in 
the building, the more ownership 
they have to the building and 
what goes on in it,” Ms. Luke said. 

Ms. Luke, a Spanish and English 
teacher, has advised a number of 
school groups in addition to her 
daily instructional assignments. 
She has overseen student 
council, National Honor Society, 
Spanish, Academic Decathlon 
and forensics groups in addition 

to the Key Club, which quadrupled its participation during her time as adviser. She 
got involved in the groups to help broaden students’ lessons and their understanding 
of the community around them.

“I want to make sure my students are involved in these groups because they can 
fi nd their passion in one area that spills over into other areas,” she said.

PICKING AN 
EXTRACURRICULAR 
MEANS EXPLORING 
AN INTEREST

How do you help your child pick an 
afterschool activity to join? Mauston 
teacher Leah Luke, an adviser to her 
school’s Key Club, says you can guide 
your student by building on:

ACADEMIC OR SOCIAL 
INTERESTS
Does your child respond particularly 
to Spanish or public speaking? Many 
schools have academic teams 
dedicated to subjects such as 
foreign language or government.

A FAVORITE TEACHER
Is your child inspired by a certain 
educator? See if he or she is involved 
in an afterschool activity. “That 
adviser is a great role model” 
Ms. Luke said. “It’s another adult 
your child can look to.”

WHAT FRIENDS ARE 
JOINING
Sometimes young people would be 
more comfortable joining a club if 
their friends are also taking part. 
That support could be a great way for 
your children to get more involved in 
their school.

LEAH LUKE

SPANISH & ENGLISH TEACHER

WEAC MEMBER

MAUSTON HIGH SCHOOL

MAUSTON, WISCONSIN
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AND HOMEWORK
Beyond textbooks

FOR STUDENTS IN TODAY’S SCHOOLS, THERE ARE 
MANY WAYS TO GET INVOLVED AFTER THE BELL 
RINGS AT THE END OF THE SCHOOL DAY. 

In addition to seasons of sports and student government, there are 
academic groups such as National Honor Society or forensics teams. 
There are career-oriented clubs such as Future Farmers of America. 
There are community-engagement organizations such as Key Club. 
And they all share the same thing in common: expanding students’ 
world of learning beyond textbooks and homework.

“There are so many life skills that come from service projects,” said 
Leah Luke, the 2010 Wisconsin Teacher of the Year. 

At Mauston High School, Ms. Luke is adviser to the Key Club, an affi liate 
of Kiwanis International that stresses leadership and community 
engagement. Student members of Key Club participate in civic fundraising 
such as food drives and aid charitable organizations such as Meals On 
Wheels and UNICEF.

WEAC Classroom Connections 2011-2012

Extracurriculars, electives and foreign language classes 
are often the fi rst programs cut in tough budgets. 
Consider foreign language: According to the U.S. General 
Accounting Offi ce, the U.S. government has expressed a 
need for fl uent speakers of languages other than English, 
particularly in less commonly taught languages such 
as Arabic and Chinese. Ask your child’s school to start 
language clubs.

DID YOU KNOW?
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JEN SWEENEY

ART TEACHER

WEAC MEMBER

FORREST STREET ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

BLACK RIVER FALLS, WISCONSIN

MS. SWEENEY’S 
TOP FIVE WAYS 
PARENTS CAN USE 
ART AT HOME

Jen Sweeney, WEAC member and art 
teacher at Forrest Street Elementary 
School, incorporates art into other 
classroom work. She shares the 
following:

Have children draw characters from 
their favorite book.

Ask kids to draw stories about 
math problems.

Recycle and create toys from 
household materials, such as toilet 
paper tubes and plastic bottle caps.

Explore color by asking children 
to invent new names for the colors 
they see.

Think about space by asking children 
how they would rearrange a room.

Frank Juarez of Sheboygan is about doing. He’s about showing. He’s about appreciating a teen’s 
individuality and celebrating creativity. And every day, he’s a teacher.

Mr. Juarez has devoted his life to art – he operates an art gallery – while at the same time sharing 
his world as an art teacher at Sheboygan North High School. Whether students have aspirations for 
careers in the visual arts or simply enjoy exploring their inner creativity, Mr. Juarez is there to inspire. 
That’s because he knows art is essential to helping his students become well-rounded adults.

On school days, Mr. Juarez can be found in his basement-level classroom amid ceiling-high shelves 
of drying pottery and piles of paper projects, with drying paintings hanging from wire lines strung 
the length of the room. Students enter with smiles and fi nd their places on those tall metal stools 
with wooden seats that seem to come standard in any pre-1970 Wisconsin school. “Mr. Juarez tells 
you that you should think for yourself, that it’s OK to go your own way and not follow in the footsteps 
of everyone else,” said student Annie Van Zeeland. “He’s the best art teacher I’ve ever had.” 

Annie and the other students know that in addition to their teacher’s dedication in their classroom, 
he served as a mentor to teens at risk of not graduating. Mr. Juarez truly believes that all students 
can learn – provided they get the opportunities and individual attention they need.

FRANK JUAREZ, A WEAC MEMBER AND PRESIDENT OF THE WISCONSIN ART 
EDUCATION ASSOCIATION, HAS DEVOTED HIS CAREER TO OPENING THE 
WORLD OF ART UP TO HIS STUDENTS. HE IS MOVING EDUCATION FORWARD.

A CREATOR, AN ARTIST. A MENTOR, AN INSPIRATION.

Outside of his local community, Mr. Juarez is also active in a long list of state- 
and national-level art and education groups – including the Wisconsin Education 
Association Council and the Wisconsin Art Education Association (where he’s 
serving as president). He is also responsible for a successful artist lecturer 
program that brings in local and regional artists to discuss career opportunities 
in art, like architecture and design.

To his students, their unassuming art teacher – the oldest child in a large 
extended family and the fi rst one of his family to attend college – is the real 
deal. He started as a commercial artist, but felt in his heart he could help others 
through teaching. “It changed my life when I found a way to combine art and 
teaching,” he said. “Now, I teach my students to trust themselves and to be 
problem solvers. I help them know there isn’t one way to do things. Self-exploration 
is important to teenagers. They are looking for ways to discover themselves.”

“ Now, I teach my students
to trust themselves and
to be problem solvers...”

FRANK JUAREZ

ART TEACHER

WEAC MEMBER

SHEBOYGAN NORTH HIGH SCHOOL

SHEBOYGAN, WISCONSIN

<<

<
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To hear Mr. Juarez talk about the importance of art in the classroom, visit weac.org/parents. 
HEAR
MORE

CLASSROOM
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KERI LAWSON

PHYSICAL EDUCATION / HEALTH 

TEACHER AND VOLLEYBALL COACH

WEAC MEMBER

CUBA CITY HIGH SCHOOL

CUBA CITY, WISCONSIN

COACH LAWSON 
SHARES SOME

TIPS ON HOW YOUR 
FAMILY CAN BE 

MORE ACTIVE:

<
<

The Cuba City school district was awarded a Carol M. White Physical Education Program 
(PEP) grant, which provides money to schools and community-based organizations to 
“initiate, expand, and improve physical education programs.” 

“Our kids are struggling,” Coach Lawson said, about rising obesity rates. “We have to be 
sensitive, but once they get that feeling of moving and improving their physical fi tness, we 
can hook them on exercising for life.”

The program helps elementary – through high school-aged children understand the basics 
of fi tness. Coach Lawson, and her collaborative team, are working with students on the 
fi ve elements of fi tness: cardiovascular health, muscular strength, muscular endurance, 
fl exibility and nutrition. 

“The elementary-aged kids love the program,” said Coach Lawson. Students are learning 
about protein, calories and fat grams, in addition to physical measurements and notes on 
improvements and changes. The data is being collected for the study that is part of 
the PEP grant, which tracks and monitors physical fi tness in children over three years.

Coach Lawson said that most people – adults and 
children – need to move more. “I love technology, 
but it’s not helping our health and wellness,” said 
Coach Lawson. “I want to show children that you 
don’t have to be an athlete to be fi t.”

While the program still has two years until completion, Coach Lawson is already seeing a 
subtle shift in how students are talking about fi tness, and appreciate learning from her the 
science behind their bodies and how they respond to food and exercise. “This is not about 
weight. This is about understanding your body and what it needs to be fi t.”

Another exciting component of the program is that the school will install a school garden, 
planted by the local Future Farmers of America (FFA) chapter. The hope is to grow produce 
that can be offered in the school cafeteria as an option for meals.

“I am so excited,” said Coach Lawson. “We are making a difference for life.”

<
<

MAKING A DIFFERENCE
FOR LIFE

KERI LAWSON LOVES TO MOVE. SHE ALSO LOVES TO TEACH CHILDREN 
ABOUT MOVEMENT. IN ADDITION TO COACHING THE STATE CHAMPION 
VOLLEYBALL TEAM IN CUBA CITY, WIS., THIS WEAC MEMBER AND 
PHYSICAL EDUCATION AND HEALTH TEACHER IS PROUD TO BE PART OF 
HER SCHOOL’S NEWEST INITIATIVE, WHICH INCORPORATES WELLNESS 
IN A CROSS-CURRICULAR PROGRAM.

“I WANT TO SHOW CHILDREN 
THAT YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE 
AN ATHLETE TO BE FIT.”

Structure technology time. 
Set screen time limits for both 

yourself and your children.

Make time. Even if it’s only 15 
minutes, walk before or after 

dinner as a family.

Make it educational. Have your 
child chart or graph the time it 
takes to walk around the block 

and track the family’s progress.

Schedule time. Even with 
busy schedules, aim to move 

as a family every other day, 
at a minimum.

Make it social. Look for low 
or no-cost community programs 

to get your children interacting on 
teams with other students.

Check out Wisconsin’s
park system at 

dnr.wi.gov/org/land/parks.
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Childhood obesity is on the rise. Weigh in at weac.org/parents to share with 
us what your school is doing to promote physical fi tness. 

DID YOU
KNOW?



Be a force for parent involvement: 
ask how you can help and volunteer 
in the classroom.

Get other parents involved: the 
collective power of parents can make 
for a strong school and community.

Consider parents and teachers as 
teammates in your child’s education: 
teachers want to learn from parents 
as much as parents from teachers.

MS. CARLSON 
SHARES HER TIPS 
ON HOW TO BE AN 
ENGAGED PARENT:

Remember that the teacher is 
working for families to best teach 
their children.

Visit – the school is always open 
to parents. 

Ask your child’s teacher what the 
best way for them to communicate 
may be.

14 WEAC Classroom Connections 2011-2012

MS. MILEHAM 
SHARES OTHER 
TIPS FOR POSITIVE 
PARENT-TEACHER 
ENGAGEMENT:

WHAT MAKES FOR POSITIVE PARENT-TEACHER INTERACTION?

Teacher:  Showing your love for this brilliant, talented child. That’s not just something 
for teachers either. Parents, remember not to be too critical of your child at a 
conference! Play up your child’s strengths. It may be that the teacher wasn’t 
even aware of a particular area of strength for your child – and he or she can 
use it as a springboard for new learning. 

Parent:  At our fi rst quarter conferences I shared with Ms. Mileham my son’s love for 
complex spatial games. She related that to his love for the paper folding she 
saw in class and adapted his math lessons to include more challenging patterns 
and spatial learning.

HOW CAN PARENTS PREPARE FOR PARENT-TEACHER 
CONFERENCES?

Teacher:  Ask the tough questions and be prepared to be part of the solution. Instead of 
“what can you do?” consider asking, “what can we do?” Also share with 
teachers what your child is telling you at home. 

Parent:  My son often gives one-word answers about his day, and after learning about his 
accomplishments and struggles during conferences, I could ask more specifi c 
questions about his friends, topics and activities. Together we worked on turning 
his frustrations into learning experiences.

HOW CAN TEACHERS BEST COMMUNICATE WITH PARENTS?

Teacher:  I send home a weekly newsletter each Friday. It serves as a simple reminder of 
important dates and also outlines what we studied during the past week.

Parent:  I loved the newsletters. 

WHAT’S THE BEST WAY TO LAY A SOLID FOUNDATION OF 
OPEN COMMUNICATION?

Teacher:  Start with a face-to-face meeting. I know that parents have complicated 
schedules, but most teachers are fl exible to meet those needs. From there, we 
can better communicate via phone or e-mail.

Parent:  For me, it was attending the open houses and potlucks, and relating what I 
read in the newsletters to my son’s classroom, in addition to spending more 
time with Ms. Mileham and my son’s classmates.
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ON RIGHT, TEACHER EDIE MILEHAM

MTI/WEAC MEMBER

ON LEFT, PARENT ELLEN CARLSON

LOWELL ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

MADISON, WISCONSIN
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MAKING THE
CONNECTION

With each school year comes more than new classroom 
supplies and friendly faces to learn – it also means a 
new teacher for your child and learning how you can 
best communicate with each other to advance your 
child’s academic development. 

Edie Mileham is a kindergarten and fi rst-grade teacher 
in Madison, a Madison Teachers Inc. and WEAC 
member with nearly a decade of teaching experience. 
We asked her and Ellen Carlson, a Madison parent 
whose son was in Ms. Mileham’s class, to share how 
they communicated so well, and how others can, too.

Parent Ellen Carlson and teacher Edie Mileham share more ideas about 
parent-teacher communications at weac.org/parents. 

HEAR
MORE



WEAC wishes to thank the families and educators who contributed time, talent and 
information for this publication. Together, we wish you a happy, healthy school year! 

33 Nob Hill Road, P.O. Box 8003, Madison, WI  53708-8003   weac.org


