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 W
isconsin schools have a 
strong tradition of 
character education. 
In addition to  

national honors, the  
Wisconsin Character  
Education Partnership  
has recognized dozens  
of Wisconsin schools through 
its Schools of Character Program 
and Promising Practice award.

Earlier this year, the Character 
Education Partnership (character.org), 
honored a select group of schools and 
school districts across the country 
through its National School of Char-
acter program. The School District of 
South Milwaukee was one of only 
four school districts in the country to 
be named a National District of Char-
acter. And Greenwood Elementary 
School in the School District of River 
Falls was among 83 schools named a 
National School of Character.

Character education can take 
many different forms, and schools 
can implement it in a number of 
ways, but Pamela Woodard chief 
facilitator of the Wisconsin Character 
Education Partnership said character 
education schools are united in their 
effort to promote positive values.

“The schools that have 
been intentional and sought profes-
sional development for their staff to 
enhance their character education 
programs have been an inspiration,” 
Woodard said. “Their stories and 
their assessment data reveal positive 
school improvement — impacting 
school culture and climate, student 
behavior, and also improved student 
learning.”

 | Respect, Responsibility, 
Honesty, Perseverance,  
and Kindness 

The School District of South Mil-
waukee’s character education effort 
started about eight years ago when 
district leaders received training 
through the Leadership Academy for 
Character Education (LACE) 
program at Alverno College. The 
school district was interested in 

character education but wanted to 
involve the entire community in 
developing a framework. 

Through a survey, in which the 
district received about 15,000 
responses, community members 
were asked what values and qualities 
should be the focus of South  
Milwaukee’s character education 
program. Based on the responses, 
the district announced its five 
founding principles: respect,  
responsibility, honesty, perseverance, 
and kindness.

Since the district started character 
education, Superintendent Rita 
Olson said suspension and expulsion 
rates have gone down while atten-
dance rates have gone up. 

Dave Newman, principal of 
Blakewood Elementary School in 

“Their stories and their assessment data reveal positive  
school improvement — impacting school culture and climate,  

student behavior, and also improved student learning.”
— Pamela Woodard of the Wisconsin Character Education Partnership

National District of Character: 
School District of South Milwaukee

National School of Character: 
Greenwood Elementary School,  

School District of River Falls
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South Milwaukee, said 
character education is a way of life 
at his school.

“Character education is woven 
into the fabric of how we interact 
with each other, how we model it, 
how we teach it, and the examples 
we provide of it,” he said.

At Blakewood, the foundation for 
character education is developed 
through the Second Step curriculum. 
Lessons focus on building 
empathy, emotion manage-
ment, problem solving and 
developing skills for learning. 
The values taught through 
the curriculum are reinforced 
throughout the school day. 
Students and staff model 
and practice these values 
through activities and proj-
ects throughout the school 
year. During a week in 
January, Blakewood stu-
dents participate in the 
“Great Kindness Chal-
lenge” with students all 
over the country and 
complete a series of chal-
lenges that promote a 
positive culture. Blake-
wood Elementary School 
also sponsors “kindness 
stations.” These stations 
are stocked with sup-
plies to make cards or 

notes and gives students a chance 
to create “smile sheets” for 
seniors, postcards to send to 
people in the community, or 
thank you cards to give to 
anyone they wish. 

Students have raised money 
for schools in Kenya and 
Pakistan. And, among other 

activities, students “Buy a 
Family” to help make the holidays 
special for a family in need. Impres-
sively, these activities are student-led. 

“We have students, with the 
support and guidance of adults, 
facilitate and organize these events,” 
said Tanya Fox, a 4K teacher. “By 
doing this, they are developing an 
understanding of our character traits 
and internalizing how that feels. 
We’re growing our children and 

community for a caring and suc-
cessful future.”

Fox is also co-advisor of the 
school’s Character Club for which 
the school received a Promising 
Practice award by the Wisconsin 
Character Education Partnership. 
The club engages a diverse cross- 
section of students from all grade 
levels. Those students are tasked 
with promoting character education 
learning in the school. This can 
range from making posters to 
leading the afterschool kindness 
stations.

Newman asked teachers to 
provide their perspectives on what 
character education means in the 
school and fifth-grade teachers 
Stephanie Bruck and Tom Dentici 
wrote: 

“I think Blakewood is special 
because our students are kind to all, 

“We’ve developed a reputation as the character school district. 
 It’s a positive thing for our district and our entire community.”

— Rita Olson, superintendent, School District of South Milwaukee
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especially our special needs students. 
Their interactions with others are 
kind and they are willing to play with 
and help others. Also, they are always 
willing to do the service projects that 
we have done — coins for Kenya, 
stuff the bus, etc. Most students 
know that being honest right away is 
the right choice. Students have been 
doing better at showing these char-
acter traits and I feel like they under-
stand what they mean and show 
them in and out of school.”

 | A Reputation for Character
This is the kind of work happening 
across all schools in South Mil-
waukee. In fact, Olson said, when 
their students are out in the commu-
nity, they are known for their good 
character and when others come to 
South Milwaukee for an athletic 
event, people know a certain level of 
respect will be expected from 
everyone.

“We’ve developed a reputation as 
the character school district,” Olson 
said. “It’s a positive thing for our 
district and our entire community.”

Character education continues to 
be a source of pride not only for the 
school district but the entire commu-
nity. When the news came out that the 
district had been named a National 
District of Character, South Milwau-

kee’s common council formally recog-
nized the school district for its work. 

“It has been a huge honor,” 
Olson said. “We’re really happy to 
receive this recognition.”

 | Leading With Character the 
Wildcat Way

School leaders in the School District 
of River Falls emphasize that char-
acter education is a part of daily life 
in their schools. 

“Character Education is not 
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Promising Practices
Each year, the Wisconsin 

Character Education Partnership 
recognizes character education 
programs in Wisconsin schools 

that promote character education 
values and learning.

2017 Promising Practices 
Designees:

Blakewood Elementary School 
(South Milwaukee School District) 

— Character Club

Capitol West Academy 
(Milwaukee Charter School) –— 

Process of Reviewing & 
Rekindling Core Values

Kewaskum School District 
(Kewaskum) — Pins & Magnets

Pilgrim Middle School  
(Elmbrook School District) —  

Discovery Retreat

River Falls High School (River 
Falls School District) — Student 

Led Non-Profit Organization

Slinger High School (Slinger 
School District) — KIWI Club
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something we ‘do,’ rather, it is  
‘who we are,’” said Superintendent 
Jamie Benson. “We eat, sleep, and 
breathe character education due to 
the leadership of our principals and 
the dedication of our staff.” 

Nate Shurman, principal of River 
Falls’ Greenwood Elementary 

School, which was named a 
National School of Character, echoes 
Benson’s comments. 

“Character education is the foun-
dation of everything we do,” he said. 
“It’s not something added to our 
plate, rather, it is the plate that 
everything else is on.”

The district promotes nine spe-

cific character traits known as 
“The Wildcat Way” (courage, 
citizenship, compassion, coop-
eration, perseverance, positive 
attitude, respect, responsi-
bility, and honesty).  They 
also follow the 11 Principles 
of Character framework 
established by the Character 
Education Partnership as a 
template for evaluating its 
progress and for creating new 
areas of focus. 

The nine traits are used for 
classroom discussions and for 

those unique and appropriate 
teachable moments in their 

schools.  The traits are a shared 
language that is part of everyday 
interactions in schools. 

“None of this would be possible 
without the commitment and dedica-
tion of our administration, board of 
education, the community, parents, 
and most importantly, our staff,” 
Benson said. “If our teachers were 

Qmlativ’s SQL-based platform offers users a simple 
design interface, easy customization, and commonsense navigation
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not ‘all in’ on character education, 
we would not be so successful, and 
our students would be missing 
important life experiences.”

 | Character at Greenwood
Greenwood Elementary School has 
developed its own character educa-
tion curriculum. That curriculum is 
delivered through school-wide 
assemblies and reinforced in 
small-student settings through the 
school’s “pride groups,” which are 
small groups of students from each 
grade level led by a school staff 
member. Students stay in the same 
groups as they progress through 
elementary school. The students 
develop connections to students 
from other grade levels and also 
have a staff member who they get to 
know well.

Character education principles 
from “The Wildcat Way” are empha-

sized in the 
school’s regular 
classrooms. Each 
room has its own 
character educa-
tion activities. For 
instance, one class 
takes a monthly 
trip to a local 
senior center. 

“The residents 
love it,” Shurman 
said. “Our stu-
dents sing songs, 
do crafts, and spend 
time with the residents. The kids 
really get a lot out of it.”

School-wide activities also help 
establish the school’s focus on char-
acter education. Each fall, the school 
holds a neighborhood leaf rake to 
give back to the community, which, 
Shurman said, has been really sup-
portive of the district.

One of the biggest school-wide 
events is the Greenwood Garage 
Sale. The school takes in used 
clothing from community members. 
Students process the items (washing 
if necessary), organize everything in 
the school’s gym and then open their 
doors to the public on a Saturday. 
All items are available at no cost. 
Last year, the school had nearly 800 
people attend.

While these may seem like 
relatively small steps, the 
projects and events show 
students the positive impact 
they can have.

“They’re starting to 
realize that even though they 
are little, they can create big 
change in others’ lives,” 
Shurman said.

The work has changed 
things in the district as well. 
Benson pointed out that disci-
pline issues have decreased and 
bullying issues are addressed 
through character education.

“We know that our reputa-
tion as a district is enhanced by 
our strength in character,” 
Benson said. “And, most 
important of all, we feel good 
about teaching character traits to 
our children — it’s the right thing 
to do.” n

“We know that our reputation as a district is enhanced  
by our strength in character.”

— Jamie Benson, superintendent, School District of River Falls
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