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FREE LIBRARY RESOURCES
nearly 50,000 new e-books & e-audiobooks
for Wyoming K-12 students

Questions? Contact Paige Bredenkamp at paige.bredenkamp@wyo.gov or (307) 777-6331.
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FROM THE
DESK OF
PRESIDENT
HUTCHERSON
Impossible! It is nearly impossible for me to believe
that as I write this, one full year has passed since the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has so
heavily impacted Wyoming schools, students, and
education employees.
I was teaching second grade and looking forward to a
much-needed four-day weekend scheduled in my
district. That was March 13, 2020, the last day I would
be in a classroom with my students. Wyoming
schools were closed, but let me tell you firsthand, this
did not mean that learning stopped. School buildings
may have been closed, but teachers and every school
employee immediately sprang into action and
tirelessly rose to the challenges.
Students have been, are, and always will be the
priority of every employee in a school. Teachers
immediately began trying to figure out how to help
every single student even though there were no more
in-person learning opportunities. Education Support
Professionals all stepped up to help students in any
way they could. I am PROUD of every single
education employee and how quickly they responded
and worked to accommodate their students. They
provided support, assistance, meals, and everything
else that could be thought of or needed.
Most importantly, we all provided learning
opportunities for our students, even as the pandemic
disrupted everyone’s lives. Immediately, the vital and
important role that schools play in our society and in
every community throughout Wyoming became
evident. Communities were grateful and celebrating
the dedication, passion, and commitment of
classroom teachers and school employees. Those
celebrations helped me, and I was appreciative that
teachers and school employees were being
celebrated. It made me grateful and proud of my
profession.

Now, sadly, after a year has gone by, those sentiments
are beginning to change. I regularly hear about
“learning loss,” and I say STOP! That is an insult to
the very people praised and celebrated just one year
ago for all the learning opportunities they provided,
and are continuing to provide, to their students (see
page 7).
This pandemic has taught us many lessons. It has
taught me that learning comes in many forms: It can
be in a traditional classroom setting. Or, it can come
from a creative blended online and in-person format
in which the curriculum shares the spotlight with
teaching students—and education employees—about
technology
troubleshooting,
flexibility,
and
adaptability. I would also like to believe that it has
taught us that not everything our students learn can
be measured on a standardized assessment. Students
are learning, and as a society, we should celebrate the
work that teachers and school employees continue to
do every day.
Focusing on silver linings has helped me, personally,
to stay in a positive, hopeful frame of mind through
this pandemic. I’m hopeful that the pandemic will
have laid bare the fact that now is the time when
communities come together to focus on what is best
for education and for every student in Wyoming.
State legislators, school board members, district and
building administration, as well as every education
employee should be working together, closer than
ever, to determine what will most benefit our
students.
Let me close by expressing my sincere gratitude and
appreciation for teachers and every education
employee for continuing to provide every student
with learning opportunities during this past year and
during this pandemic. Your fortitude is a testament to
your dedication to your students and profession, and
it’s an inspiration to me and the many lives you touch
every day.
Sincerely,

Grady Hutcherson
President, WEA
ghutcherson@wyoea.org
(307) 532-1731
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EXECUTIVE
DIRECTOR
A COLA in 30
Ron Sniffin
Executive Director, WEA
rsniffin@wyoea.org
(307)214-3389
I don’t know if the pandemic has accelerated my
sense of time or if, as I get older, time just goes by
faster. I remember my parents cautioning me that
time accelerates the older you are. I’ve been thinking
about this lately in the context of our retired
members.
The Wyoming Education Association is a founding
member of the Wyoming Coalition for a Healthy
Retirement (WCHR). This coalition was created a
decade ago in response to potential legislation that
would convert the Wyoming Retirement System from
a defined benefit pension system to a defined
contribution system. The currently defined benefit
system guarantees a retiree a specific amount
throughout their retirement. A defined contribution
system is like a 401(k) plan in which the retiree’s
income is based on the whim of the stock market. We
have been successful in beating back these attacks
and are confident we will prevail if this attack were
ever to surface again.
Recently the coalition has focused our efforts to find
some financial relief for retirees. A Cost-of-Living
Adjustment (COLA) has not been granted since 2008,
and inflation continues to deteriorate their spending
power. In 2012, the Wyoming Legislature stripped the
Wyoming Retirement System’s power (WRS) to grant
a COLA and implemented a provision that the corpus
must be 100% funded before a COLA can be given.
Actuarial estimates are that the corpus will not be
100% funded until 2050. At this rate, this means
current retirees will never see financial relief in their
lifetime. According to the US Government
Accountability Office, many experts consider a
funded ratio of about 80% or better to be sound for
government pensions. The current status of the
corpus funding is approaching 75%.

Years Means Never for Most Retirees
The WRS estimates an annual rate of return on
investments of 7%. The WCHR proposed to the
legislature that when the rate of return far exceeds
the anticipated rate of return in a given year, part of
these unanticipated gains should be made available
to retirees. For example, in 2018, the return was
nearly 18%. That year the return on a corpus of over
eight billion dollars was well over a billion dollars.
Under WCHR’s proposal, if this were to occur again,
a portion of this windfall should be siphoned off and
put into an endowment fund managed by the Board
of the WRS. It then would be up to their discretion
how to get this money to retirees. For example, they
could offer a 13th check or perhaps focus on a
segment of retirees who have been exceptionally hit
hard by the lack of a COLA. It was not our intention
to prescribe how the money is used but to create a pot
of money they have access to that currently does not
exist.
Retirees should have access to unanticipated gains.
After all, it is their retirement money in the corpus
that was invested in obtaining those gains. Why not
let current retirees share in this windfall now?
Waiting 30 years—even waiting 10 years—would
mean that many retirees would not live long enough
to benefit. They absolutely should benefit, as it was
partly their money that helped to create this windfall.
We understand that siphoning off some of the gains
in exceptional years will prolong reaching 100%
funding. So, we suggest building in guardrails,
requiring the corpus to be funded at least 75% for this
siphoning to occur. While this concept was
embedded in House Bill 221, the bill failed to be
introduced by the March 8 deadline. While this is
unfortunate, we are happy that this legislation has
been drafted, and we have started the conversation to
move forward. We will now work with the WRS staff
and board to better position us for our effort next
session.

Ron Sniffin
Executive Director, WEA
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catchingcustodians
up with our

By: Elise Robillard

What is a custodian? The term “custodian” means a person who has responsibility for or looks
after something. In every school in our state, custodians play an integral part in ensuring the
safety and well-being of the students and education employees learning and working in the
buildings they maintain.
Our custodians are Education Support Professionals (ESPs) who have the skills, knowledge, and
training to keep our schools clean and safe, to keep our schools in good working order, and to
provide their services with attentive care. They are members of our communities who have
chosen their professions because they care about kids, their safety, and their well-being.
Ask any custodian why they do this work, and you will invariably hear some version of: “These
are my kids, one and all. I am here to make sure they have clean, safe learning spaces. Our kids
know I care.” WEA has many ESP members who are custodians – this is one of their stories:
Pam has been a custodian at the Shoshoni School
(K-12) for 31 years and is a proud WEA member.
Her mother, Diane Taylor, was also a custodian
there for 32 years. The mother and daughter team
worked together for over 15 years keeping the
Shoshoni School well-function, safe and clean.

Pam with students.
Pam is a graduate of Shoshoni High School, and a
picture of her graduating class hangs in the very
school where she works. Not only was she a
student in Shoshoni, but Pam met her husband
Ernie there, they married before graduating, and
they have been married for 42 years.
Their kids attended Shoshoni Schools, and after
her daughter died unexpectedly in 2015, they are
raising two grandchildren who are both students
at Shoshoni School.

Pam's high school graduation photo (far left pink shirt)
still hangs in Shoshoni High School, where she works.

Pam calculates that she has affected the lives of
thousands of students over the years. When asked
why she does this work with such dedication,
Pam responds, “Some kids have bad homes, some
kids need to feel valued – we can be the example
of goodness and hope for them. We raise them up
to be good citizens, no matter what. We know
they need us for discipline sometimes and for
love and safety always.”

"We can be the
example of
goodness and
hope for
them."
— Pam Bulow
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Above & Beyond:

How Educators are Staving off
Student Learning Loss
Student learning loss. It’s a topic that’s become
almost synonymous with the school building
closures and disruption to nearly every facet of dayto-day life caused by COVID-19. Now a year into the
pandemic, national attention is turning toward
mitigating student learning loss. But, Wyoming has
looked very different from much of the nation in
one key respect: most of our schools have been open
to in-person learning since the beginning of this
school year.
“I understand that the pandemic has been a lifealtering event for everyone, and we may continue to
discover consequences of this experience on
students’ learning, progress, and development,”
WEA President Grady Hutcherson told WEA News.
“But I do want to make sure that as an organization,
WEA is helping to elevate public awareness about
the great lengths to which educators have gone to
mitigate student learning loss and normalize life—
both in and out of the classroom.”
President of the Lander Education Association
Lannette Lahey teaches braille and Special
Education Math Inclusion at Lander Valley High
School. With classes comprised primarily of seniors,
Lannette’s priority was ensuring her students could
still graduate, despite the challenges brought on by
COVID-19. “My students are not just my students;
they are my kids,” says Lannette. “My students
started the year with a learning loss,” she said, “but
teachers have taken the time to slow down and reteach where there were deficits. They have made
huge gains and love that they are back in school.”
When schools closed to in-person instruction in
March of last year, Lahey hand-delivered Easter
baskets, May Day baskets, and graduation gifts to
each of her students. She dedicated time on
weekends and evenings to phone calls with students
and opened her home to parents and students for
conferences and extra help. “The struggle hurt my
students mentally, educationally, and spiritually,”
Lahey remembered. “I saw them struggling and
emotionally defeated.” Her students didn’t know
that in March of last year, Mrs. Lahey was also
struggling. “I had recently lost my father, and I was
trying to find a new normal for myself,” she said.
“They helped me as much as I helped them.”

Using her spare bedroom door as a whiteboard,
Nikki relied heavily on dedicated paraeducators to
assist her in leading her class via Zoom during her
quarantine. “Many educators have and will be
facing the same situation I did then – sick at home,
trying to decide how to meet the needs of their
students and take care of their health and the health
of their loved ones,” said Lally. “I want people to
understand what we are asking from our educators
this year. It is more than a lot.”
Co-President of the Powell Education Association,
Wendy Smith, teaches Environmental Science at
Powell High School. She, too, taught through
COVID-19. She is the only teacher of her subject in
her school building, and her curriculum is handson, without much in the way of support for
substitutes from a textbook. Wendy continued to
plan lessons and labs through what she deemed a
mild case of COVID-19. “I think we’re so passionate
about what we do,” Smith said, “and we care about
the kids. We want them to keep going and excelling
themselves, so we just try to help in any way that we
can.”
Nikki Lally points to a common theme in student
success during the pandemic: collaboration. “Every
educator I know is putting in long hours and going
above and beyond—trying to come up with ways to
engage virtual students and reinvent lessons to
make them accessible to students learning from
home, and, at the same time, keep on track with the
students that show up in person every day, too,” she
said. “We all support each other so that the schools
can support students.”

In recognition of her willingness to go above and
beyond for her students, Lahey recently won the
American Queen Steamboat Company’s Unsung
Heroes contest. All of her high school seniors in the
Class of 2020 successfully graduated on time.
Douglas Education Association President Nikki
Lally teaches 8th-grade science. She came down
with COVID-19 in November.

Top of page: Nikki Lally teaches via Zoom through COVID-19
quarantine. November 2020.
Above: Lannette Lahey displays tassels made as gifts for
graduating seniors. May 2020.
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WEA News caught up with Wyoming Art Education Association’s
2021 Elementary Art Educator of the Year, Paige Gustafson. An
active WEA member, Paige, shared with us her insights about
everything from the benefits of arts education for students to
the best way for fellow education employees and community
members to support the whole child.

The

“I have wanted to be an art teacher since I first understood what a “job” is,”
says Paige Gustafson. The daughter of a soldier-turned-educator father
and a professional artist mother, you could say that Gustafson was born to
teach art. Step into her classroom in Laramie, and you’ll see that it’s much
like Paige herself: organized and professional, all the while radiating with
the creativity and color that inspires her students to explore and embrace
art.
Gustafson embodies strength. A competitive powerlifter, her physical
strength is eclipsed only by her passion for serving students. “Because of
art’s accessibility to other subjects, it is often the setting that fosters the
lightbulb moment in understanding material in other content areas. Art is
of vital importance in developing a child’s motor and critical problemsolving skills, and spatial reasoning. Art encourages exploration while
developing tactile awareness, all while laying a foundation for self-directed
learning,” Gustafson told WEA News. “Art class provides a haven for
students who struggle emotionally and behaviorally so they have an outlet
to productively release their anger, frustrations, and fears.
Gustafson attributes much of her students’ success and her own to the
collaboration she enjoys with other educators in her district. “I am lucky in
Albany County to have a strong, K-12 aligned group of art teachers. We get
along, support one another, and work well together to ensure that all
students in the district have access to a robust art curriculum.”

“A big part of teaching art is pushing stakeholders to
understand that art is not a “fluff” subject."
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By: Amanda Turner
Paige Gustafson poses with students. 2020.
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Paige Gustafson working with a student. 2016.
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“Strong in her convictions about the importance of
art education, Gustafson is also an active advocate
for arts in school. “One of the most important parts
of being an exemplary art teacher is advocacy,”
said Gustafson.
“A big part of teaching art is pushing stakeholders
to understand that art is not a “fluff” subject.
Everyone—from legislators to district admin, to
classroom teachers, to parents, and most
importantly students—needs to understand the
value of art.”
As budget cuts decimate programs across the state
and threaten the future of adequate education
funding, Gustafson worries that the arts may
become among the first targets for cuts. “I am
concerned about continued funding for arts
education locally, statewide, and across the nation.
As we have seen in the past, the arts become the
first and “easiest” thing to cut, but it can be the
most detrimental to kids,” she said.
“The main thing that people can do is reach out to
their local legislators about the importance of
education funding in general,” says Gustafson.
“I feel like people see legislators as untouchable,
but they are elected officials who work for the
people. They need to hear from constituents in all
areas of the state about the dire ramifications of
cutting education funding further than it has
already been cut. There is no more fat to be
trimmed. A strong and fully funded education
system helps to keep the arts, physical education,
counselors, career/technical education, library
skills, and technology in kids’ hands,” Gustafson
said. “It is important to teach the whole child.”

Spring 2021 Magazine.indd 9

“At the beginning of the year, my 2nd through 5thgrade students created mandalas,” said Gustafson.
“We focused on the calming and meditative nature
of them. In a school year that is so different from
any other, I wanted my students to start the year
off with a sense of peace and knowing that we can
find respite in hard times.”

I am a WEA member because I
understand the importance of a
professional organization that lends a
collective voice and a seat at the table.
The advocacy work that WEA does on
behalf of educators is second to none.
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OUR PROMISE
SUPPORT THOSE WHO
SUPPORT OUR CHILDREN

That’s why we’ve teamed with California Casualty to create the
NEA® Auto and Home Insurance Program designed exclusively for you
and your fellow NEA members.
It’s California Casualty’s policy to do more for the people who give more.
Starting with you.
Exclusive Member Benefits | Payment Skip Options | $0 Deductible Waiver |

$25
FREE

And... for the opportunity to provide you a no-obligation quote,
California Casualty will give you a $25 Amazon.com Gift Card
— when quoted before April 30, 2021.

o
with Aut
!
e
Quot

Gift card offer not available in AL, AR, FL, GA, LA, MD, MS, NC, ND, SC, TN, TX, UT and WV.

NEA® Auto and Home Insurance Program

CALL TODAY FOR YOUR FREE,
NO-OBLIGATION QUOTE.

1.866.268.1754
WeProtectEducators.com/NEA
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Andrew (second row, far left) poses with the Rawlins High State Marching Festival.
School band at the State Marching Festival. 2019. Casper Events Center. 2019.
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Helping Students

Find Harmony
Covering everything from teaching Band through the pandemic
to the universality of music with Carbon One Educators Association
Co-President Andrew Salzman, recently named Wyoming's Music
Educator of the Year.

For Andrew Salzman, the Director of Bands at
Rawlins High School, this has been a year to
remember. When school buildings closed to inperson instruction in March of 2020, it disrupted
every class. But, for Band, building closures posed a
unique set of challenges. “I just wanted to keep all of
my students engaged and hoped they felt cared
about even though we couldn't see one another in
person,” he told WEA News.
Even after students returned to classrooms across
Wyoming, their experiences in this current school
year have looked far from normal. Salzman contends
that relying on online platforms for non-performing
classes has changed the delivery of content, “Some
days I like the streamlined aspect of it,” he said,
“other days I feel disconnected from the kids, and I
feel they are disconnected from each other. But we
make the best of it and strive to make relationships
outweigh that disconnect.”
It’s a sad irony—in a time when the world is together
in grappling with the same challenge during this
pandemic, the isolation and distance inherent in
essential public health measures like masking and
social distancing can leave some students feeling
lonely and adrift. Salzman believes there’s solace to
be found in the universality of music. “Music is one
of our only universal languages that the human race
has,” says Salzman. “It expresses what words cannot.
It moves people to tears or to revolution. It is one of
the most powerful tools on earth, and we owe it to
our students to help them experience, learn and
enjoy it.”
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Because of his passion for music, it came as no
surprise to Andrew’s students, colleagues, and
friends that the Wyoming Music Educators
Association (WMEA) named him Wyoming Music
Educator of the Year.
“That is humbling,” said Andrew, “having people see
you doing what you love to do every day and
recognizing it.” Salzman’s own high school band
director, Dave Bellis, received the award, as did
Rawlins High School Choir legend—as Andrew
describes him—Roy Dahlinger. “Those two alone
are standing among giants in my current position as
RHS Band Director, but then you look at all of the
other Wyoming Music Education legends...I feel like
a little kid,” he said.
Salzman is quick to turn the limelight from himself.
“Ultimately, I wouldn't be receiving this award if it
weren't for my students,” he said. “We do everything
we do for them, and they have pushed me to be who
I am today. I also owe a debt of gratitude to my
colleagues, current and former, both in Rawlins and
in the SBHB Music District.
Music is one of our only universal languages that
the human race has. It expresses what words
cannot. It moves people to tears or to revolution.
It is one of the most powerful tools on earth, and
we owe it to our students to help them
experience, learn and enjoy it.
— Andrew Salzman
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COLLEGE-BOUND
WITH
One innovative program is helping Wyoming students realize that higher education
is within reach.
Housed at the University of Wyoming and funded
by the federal dollars through the US Department
of Education, Upward Bound has been working
with Wyoming high school students since the 1960s
to make a four-year university degree an accessible,
achievable reality. Director Sandy Kingsley says
that Upward Bound and its sister program Upward
Bound Math and Science, have one main objective:
break down barriers by introducing kids to higher
education and cultural activities.

“This program really understood the impact a little
exposure can have on students from low-income and/
or first-generation college students, so they would
hold weekly events for some type of enrichment
meant to broaden our horizons while educating us
on outside opportunities.”

Kingsley believes that Upward Bound is particularly
valuable to students in light of Wyoming’s economic
crises and the ever-increasing threat of shrinking
resources for education. “There’s a lot of people in
“A lot of kids in Wyoming feel like their futures crisis, so we can hopefully step in and talk about
are predetermined,” Kingsley told WEA News. “If colleges, resources, scholarships, all of the things that
they’re first-generation and college is not introduced are available to help kids succeed,” she said.
to them in their homes, they feel like they don’t get to
go to college or they don’t belong there.”
StClair credits Upward Bound as being a valuable tool
in helping her achieve her degree. As an educator,
Upward Bound is working to change that. The she believes that Upward Bound is “one of the best
program is funded to serve nearly 200 income- programs to help high school students.”
eligible or first-generation college students in targeted
areas across the state. Upward Bound provides “This program is tailored to reach the students that
various cultural enrichment opportunities, helps need that extra support to succeed,” said StClair.
with college readiness, and even provides a stipend “Upward Bound will do everything they can to find a
for participating students. Each summer, Upward way for that student to reach their goals—both short
Bound offers high school students free immersive, and long term—and be prepared to help others with
on-campus university experiences at the University the same struggle. Upward Bound is the missing
of Wyoming: one for graduated high school seniors piece some high-school students need to take that
and one for 9-12-graders. Students live, eat, and leap into investing in their future.”
network on campus, and attend classes.
Leah StClair is a 5th grade teacher in the Natrona
County School District, in her second year teaching.
She joined Upward Bound as a high school
sophomore. “Upward Bound helped me by mostly
encouraging me to keep my grades up and offering
opportunities to take part in community events I
would normally not be able to attend,” said StClair.

To learn more about specific program
offerings, geographic areas served,
and student eligibility requirements,
visit www.uwyo.edu/upwardbound.
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Protecting

Student Activities
Wyoming has always been a state where people take
pride in our commitment to each other as community
members and neighbors and where supporting student
learning opportunities and achievement have been given
top priority. As of this writing, two bills have threatened
to cut funding for student activities – HB 89 proposed
a 50% cut, and HB 129 proposed a 100% cut. Each bill
essentially tells districts: You want your kids playing
sports and participating in extracurricular activities?
Good luck in finding the money to pay for that. This will
force districts to either cut student activities in whole or
in part or push costs onto families who will have to pay
fees for each activity in which their kids participate.
A wealth of research shows the positive impact
extracurricular activities like speech and debate, drama,
sports, choir, and band have on student learning,
wellness, and overall success in life. A research article
published in 2019 by Cornell University shows that
extracurricular activities significantly impact student
learning and achievement. John Fabela, WEA Treasurer
and Band Director at Powell Middle School and High
Schools, points out that extracurricular activities provide
incentives for students to keep their grades up because
they want to be eligible to play sports and participate
in activities. Further, John says, “Many extracurricular
activities become pathways to future careers. Not every
athlete will grow up to be a Josh Allen, but some will—
and others will become coaches, teachers, musicians,
sports journalists, artists, or any one of a number of
professions that flow from their extracurricular activities
in school.”
With this proposed legislation, we should all be worried
about the inequities defunding or underfunding student
activities will create. Buddy Red Bow is a middle school
Health & Physical Education teacher at Lander Middle
School. He has been coaching in Lander for 13 years.
Buddy says, “I fear cutting funding for student activities
will have a devastating effect on our state. Especially
in Fremont County where we have huge disparities of
income, many students will have to stop participating
in sports or other activities because their families can’t
afford to pay activity fees or other costs such as for
uniforms.” Currently, participation in Lander athletics
requires students to pay a $20 fee. Even that amount
is a barrier for some students because their families

can’t afford to pay. This barrier to entry is a disservice
to overall student success because, as Buddy points out,
“When students participate in sports, they are learning
important skills that prepare them for life: teamwork,
problem-solving, perseverance, resiliency, and respect
for others.”

Charli Fluty, a WEA member who teaches Physical
Education at Powell High School and is the Volleyball
coach at Powell Middle School, worries that cuts to
funding for student activities will have devastating
consequences for kids. They will be denied opportunities
either because programs will be cut or because their
families cannot take on the additional burden of student
activity fees. Charli further points out, “We want to
provide opportunities for all students in Wyoming. We
can’t do that by making it impossible for districts to
provide those opportunities.”

“We want to provide
opportunities for all students in
Wyoming. We can’t do that by
making it impossible for districts
to provide those opportunities.”

According to the Wyoming High School Activities
Association, more than 25,000 students participate in
school athletics and activities – 13,019 boys and 12,230
girls. Which of these students should we deny the true
enjoyment, the powerful learning, and the essential life
lessons that come from their participation in student
activities? Wyomingites know the answer: Not one!
For student activity funding to be protected, it will take
parents, educators, and students, making their concerns
known to their elected representatives. WEA members
have the support of their Association to make their voices
heard – keep an eye on your inbox and on WEA’s social
media platforms to stay up-to-date on opportunities to
lobby or cyber-lobby to protect student activities.
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SPEND A PENNY

to Save our Future

Strengthening our unified voice for education by advocating for a one-penny sales tax
through the Worth Every Penny postcard writing campaign.
By: Amanda Turner

They are typically just over four inches tall. They cost just
36 cents to mail. There’s no denying postcards are small.
But, craft a meaningful message and put them in the hands
of Wyoming lawmakers, and suddenly postcards—small
as they may be—become mighty. Repeat that process
thousands of times, enshrining Wyoming voters’ stories and
priorities on each card, and the power of our unified voice
for education grows right along with that stack of postcards
piling up in legislators’ mailboxes.
Since January, WEA has coordinated a statewide postcard
writing campaign, putting thousands of postcards in the
hands of Wyoming lawmakers. As of this writing, more than
4,000 cards have been sent from the WEA headquarters
office on behalf of members submitting digital postcard
forms sharing their stories. UniServ Directors have provided
cards and postage for postcard writing parties across the
state, during which thousands of handwritten cards from
education employees and other community advocates of
education have been mailed to Wyoming lawmakers. WEARetired members have also handwritten more than 1,200
cards.
Each personal story is unique, but the ask of legislators is
always the same: Establish new, stable revenue streams to
fund Wyoming education.
In January, the WEA Government Relations arm trained a
cadre of interested members in a comprehensive overview
of the issues facing Wyoming education and Wyoming’s
economy as a whole.

and protecting education. Those members, in turn, went
on to share this information in locals across Wyoming,
informing not only our members—but non-members,
friends, family, business owners, and other community
stakeholders—about the bleak future to which we condemn
our state by further cutting education funding.
“Flowing from these informational meetings,” says WEA
Government Relations Director Tate Mullen, “we’re
seeing more and more engagement from members and
stakeholders outside of education who want to reiterate to
lawmakers what the Wyoming electorate has repeated time
and time again: Education is a value and priority in our state,
we want to keep it that way, and we would rather fund our
kids’ future than turn our backs on them for fear of shaking
up our status quo.”
Southeast Region President and Albany County Education
Association (ACEA) member Mariah Learned, and fellow
ACEA member Paige Gustafson, have been working as
a team to host successful postcard writing parties in their
local since 2017. “Writing a postcard is a great way to
communicate with lawmakers that doesn’t require taking
time off of work to testify in front of the legislature or the
stress that can come with such an undertaking,” Learned
said. “We have heard from legislators that they truly take the
time to read them.”

WEA-Retired Secretary/Treasurer Bertha
Tracy writes a message in support of
education as part of the Worth Every Penny
campaign. 2021.

The cadre learned more about how we can solve the problem
as a state and how education advocates can have meaningful,
high-impact conversations with legislators about prioritizing

Clockwise from left: ACEA members Ami Cass,
Bryon Lee and Mariah Learned write postcards to local lawmakers. 2021.
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Rep. Steve Harshman holds up a stack of
Worth Every Penny postcards he’s received
during a House Education Committee
meeting. February 25, 2021.

Worth Every Penny postcards delivered
to the Capitol. March 2021.
Many leaders in our Association and members across
Wyoming have made a big investment of time and energy
into these little postcards. Their hard work is paying off.
During committee meetings and on the House and Senate
Floors, Lawmakers have repeatedly mentioned the “mail
about education funding” they have received. During a
House Education Committee meeting on February 25,
Representatives Cathy Connolly and Steve Harshman
commented on the campaign, as did Majority Floor Leader
Rep. Albert Sommers.
“I think we all appreciated the cards we got,” said Rep.
Sommers. “It’s nice to get handwritten notes. You know, we
don’t get that very often anymore.”

In February, the House Education Committee met for
a special presentation from Professor Robert Godby, a
member of the Economics Department at the University
of Wyoming. Professor Godby provided an in-depth
presentation on a detailed survey of Wyoming residents
asking, given the budget crisis, how Wyoming residents
thought the Legislature should address these issues. Several
options were presented, including raising taxes, spending
down the LSRA account, cutting K-12 funding, and cutting
other services.
The survey findings show that the most significant concern
of Wyoming citizens is implementing cuts to K-12 education.
This approach garners the least support.
Additionally, cutting K-12 education funding resulted in
the steepest drop-off in support for lawmakers, with overall
approval rates dropping approximately 10% if cuts were to
be made to education versus no action being taken to resolve
Wyoming’s budget crisis.
These findings reinforce what many engaged WEA
members—and other community allies of education across
the state—have been telling Wyoming lawmakers all along:
Our students are our priority.

From left: ACEA members Mariah Learned
and Paige Gustafson host a postcard writing
party in their local. 2017.
“The statewide postcard campaign has been successful,” says
WEA President Grady Hutcherson, “because our members
know that the time has come to tell lawmakers that their
constituents won’t abide by kicking this can down the road
any longer. People in this state value education. Parents,
business owners, all kinds of people in Wyoming are ready
to come together to solve this for our kids.”

“These postcards have been a great start. It’s been a good
way to get lawmakers’ attention,” says President Hutcherson.
“But, I do hope that our members—and all supporters of
public education—know that we have a long road ahead
of us to secure a stable source of funding for Wyoming
schools. It’s never too late to get involved and reach out to
our legislators. This is only the beginning.”

Because of the rapidly evolving nature of the legislature,
WEA legislative action opportunities change frequently.
Reach out to WEA Government Relations at
tmullen@wyoea.org to learn more about how you can
get involved. Sign up for Legislative Updates from WEA
at www.wealegislativeinfo.com.
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The

Elephant
in the
Capitol
By: Tate Mullen

Public education in the state of Wyoming has faced many threats through the 2021 General Session.
You, as an education advocate, will mean the difference for Wyoming’s students and future.
As of this writing, the 2021 General Session has already
been rife with threats to Wyoming education. Everything
from class size to student activities to employee health
insurance, compensation, professional development days,
and more have been explored as a vehicle for funding
cuts as many Wyoming lawmakers seek to evade their
responsibility to generate revenue. Tax-averse leadership
continues to beat a drum of misinformation: Education
hasn’t come to the table and taken cuts like other state agencies.
These desperate times call for desperate measures, so it’s
acceptable to sacrifice our kids’ futures.
The recalibration bill has evolved into many iterations—
none of which have left education funding unscathed.
We’ll be lucky to escape this session without Wyoming
public education taking another round of substantial cuts.
Parents are being asked to settle for less for their children
and children to compromise on their opportunity—and
education employees, yet again, are being asked to do
more with less.
As this session commenced, Governor Gordon, in his State
of the State Address, referred to the future of Wyoming’s
K-12 education system as “the biggest elephant in the
Capitol this year.” The hurdles we face to stable education
funding feel weightier than the heaviest elephant. Even
continuing to underfund Wyoming’s education system
at current levels spells a $300 million per year shortfall
that—without new streams of revenue—will decimate the
state’s savings in just three years.
The Wyoming Constitution protects education. It protects
the resources that we need as a state to provide a highquality and equitable education for all Wyoming students.
These protections are enshrined in our constitution
because Wyoming voters prioritize and value education.
We simply cannot balance our books or achieve an
adequate level of savings through cuts without devastating
our students and walking back on the progress we’ve made
toward the caliber of education system on which families,
students, and the very future of Wyoming depend.
We need revenue. It’s unrealistic to think that instituting
new tax revenue streams will ever be met with a landslide
of unwavering political approval. But the quiet roar of
Wyoming voters voicing their willingness to pay dedicated
tax dollars toward education is growing into a unified voice
too strong to be ignored by lawmakers (see pages 14-15).

Despite the challenges facing education funding, we see
progress this session. Traditional friends of education
at the statehouse have continued their tireless efforts to
propose cost-based and evidence-based legislation that
prioritizes our students and upholds our constitution.
The general public outside of education is becoming more
aware of the financial crisis impacting our schools and our
state as a whole, and preliminary surveys are revealing
that Wyoming voters still want Wyoming lawmakers to
prioritize and protect resources for education (see page
14-15). Lawmakers are exploring creative ways to backfill
and eliminate the cuts and deficits in education funding—
proposals have ranged from additional mill levies to a onepenny sales tax for education.
The future of our schools cannot be the elephant in
the room. Open and productive dialogue between
communities and lawmakers will mean it’s not. As of this
writing, the future of Wyoming education in the next
year, in the next biennium, and in the long term remains
uncertain. What is certain is that the challenges we face
will remain with us well after this session concludes. We
know just as certainly that WEA members’ willingness to
start conversations with colleagues, friends, family, and
neighbors must continue.
We are only just beginning the massive push it will take
to ensure that lawmakers fully understand the degree to
which the Wyoming public truly values education. We
have to push this elephant to center-stage, shine a spotlight
on it and make sure that everyone in each of our circles
of influence knows: The future of Wyoming education is
being threatened. We need to unify to tell lawmakers loud
and clear, we, the people, value education, and you must
protect it!
This won’t be easy. It will take strength, unity, and
dedication. But, together, we can move this elephant.
Help us move the elephant! To learn more about
ways that you can get involved in the political
process and WEA’s current and ongoing campaigns,
please reach out to WEA Government Relations
Director Tate Mullen at tmullen@wyoea.org or
(307)286-3096.
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STARTING
THE DIALOGUE
One Educator is actively working to open a dialogue
between education employees and Wyoming lawmakers.
Special education teacher and WEA member Abby
Bruch is in her 12th year teaching in Wyoming.
She’s no stranger to the unique nature of the state’s
boom-bust economy and the crucial juncture at
which Wyoming finds itself in terms of education
funding.
“The amount of funding that is going to have to be
cut if we don’t find new revenue and the impact
that will have on all public education around the
state is significant,” Bruch told WEA News. “It is
crucial at times like this that we come together,
speak up and advocate for and invest in our kids!”

Bruch invited State Sen. Cheri Steinmetz (RLingle) to Lincoln Elementary in February to
have a conversation with employees about
education funding.
“It takes just one person and one voice to
start a conversation,” said Bruch. “Send an
email, a postcard, listen in on legislative
sessions, research education bills, and reach
out to other educators. It takes a village, and
we have to come together to do what is best
for our students and the future of our state.”

It takes just one
person and one
voice to start a
conversation.

The event was covered by the local paper,
The Torrington Telegram, giving visible
evidence of the fact that so many people in
Wyoming are heavily invested in the
outcome of this year’s legislative session and
that so many prioritize maintaining the
integrity of Wyoming public education.

State Sen. Cheri Steinmetz (R-Lingle) addresses educators at
Lincoln Elementary School. February 10, 2021.
Photo courtesy of The Torrington Telegram.
Reprinted with permission.

Bruch highly encourages other education
employees to reach out to members of the
Revenue and Education Committees as well
as other legislators.
“I decided to coordinate the discussion with
Sen. Steinmetz because I felt like we needed
to start an open dialogue between local
educators and Wyoming lawmakers,” Bruch
said. “We often know that we want our
voices heard and the importance of speaking
up, but many are unsure of how to
accomplish that. Setting up an opportunity
like this gave us the chance to have our
voices heard and to speak up for supporting
public education and Wyoming's future!”
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Graduate Degrees

Master of Business Administration
♦
♦
♦

Accounting
Digital Marketing
Healthcare Management

♦
♦
♦

Human Services
Sports Management
Natural Resources*

Master of Science in Organizational
Management

Master of Arts in Education
Clinical Mental Health Counseling*
Educational Administration
♦
♦

Start when it fits your schedule:
Fall, Spring, Summer
“Chadron State was just what I needed, when
I needed it. Chadron’s online program was a
perfect fit for me while earning my master’s
degree, teaching full time, and starting a family.”
Keri Homan
Principal at Morrill Elementary School
Master of Arts in Educational Administration

School Principal (elementary, secondary, PK-12)
Special Education Supervisor (Birth-12)

Succeed at CSC

History
School Counseling (elementary, secondary, PK-12)*
Science* and Mathematics

Looking to move ahead in your career? With Chadron
State College’s reputation as an educational leader in the
region since 1911, you’ll have a solid foundation to take
your career to the next level. As you plan your schedule
and progress toward your goals, you will receive useful
feedback and advice from caring faculty and staff who
want to see you succeed.

Master of Education
Curriculum and Instruction
♦
♦

Business Education (secondary)
Career and Technical Education

♦

Educational Technology (elementary and

Spectrum Photo, Gering, NE

Online

Affordable
Master’s Degrees

(secondary)
secondary)

♦
♦
♦
♦

General Education (elementary)
Language Arts (elementary)*
Mathematics (elementary and secondary)
Physical Education (elementary and
secondary)

♦
♦
♦
♦
♦

Reading Specialist (PK-12)
Science (elementary and secondary)*
Social Science (elementary and secondary)
Special Education (K-12)
Special Education – Early Childhood
Special Education (Birth-Kindergarten)

*Not all required courses available online. For complete course
listing, visit csc.edu/graduate/degree.csc

$

Affordability
A graduate degree doesn’t need to break the bank and
Chadron State College takes pride in its affordability.
Graduate students pay a flat rate for all courses and there
is no out-of-state tuition. Our faculty and staff hear often
from satisfied graduates who are amazed they were able
to complete their master’s degree online at a fraction of
the cost of other institutions.
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Convenience
Chadron State College’s online courses have several entry
points throughout the year to allow you to customize
your class schedule around your life. CSC offers a number
of its courses in convenient 8-week formats to accelerate
your education.

Apply Now at csc.edu/online
1-800-CHADRON
1000 Main Street
Chadron, Nebraska
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perfo
reach
for ev

Chadron State College is an equal opportunity institution. CSC does not discriminate against any student, employee or applicant
on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, religion, or age in employment and
education opportunities, including but not limited to admission decisions. Inquiries regarding non-discrimination policies and
practices may be directed to: Anne DeMersseman, Compliance Coordinator, Chadron State College, 1000 Main St., Chadron, NE
69337, Telephone: 308-432-6224, Email: ademersseman@csc.edu.
CSC has also designated an individual to coordinate the college’s efforts to comply with Title IX of the Education Amendments
of 1972. Inquiries regarding Title IX may be directed to: Ted Tewahade, Title IX Coordinator, Chadron State College, 1000 Main St.
Chadron, NE 69337, Telephone: 308-430-0980, Email: titleixcoordinator@csc.edu.
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CHAMPIONING FOOD SECURITY
FOR WYOMING STUDENTS
Of the nearly 24,000 students benefiting from free and
reduced lunch programs in Wyoming schools, just
over half participate in the school breakfast program.
This data from the Food Research and Action Center
(FRAC) shines a light on a concerning reality: Many of
the students eligible to benefit from their school
breakfast program—simply aren’t participating.
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In fact, FRAC ranks Wyoming 44th in the nation for
the percentage of students who receive free and
reduced lunch also receiving school breakfast. The
FRAC points to common barriers to participation in
school breakfast programs, including timing,
convenience, and stigma. Breakfast after the bell
programs, in which breakfast is served to all students
in the classroom as opposed to only income-eligible
students in the cafeteria—dramatically increases
participation by making it convenient and accessible
to all. The implementation of Breakfast after the bell
programs has been one of the main engines driving
the School Breakfast Program’s growth nationally
over the past decade.

According to the FRAC, a strong and sustainable
breakfast after the bell program includes a planning
process that engages all district stakeholders from the
beginning and requires a thorough assessment. The
Food Research & Action Center and the Partners for
Breakfast in the Classroom have developed a number
of resources to help breakfast champions navigate the
stakeholder engagement and implementation process
that is required to build strong programs, including
assessment tools, financial calculators, and toolkits
created for specific stakeholders, e.g., educators and
administrators.
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If all states met the Food Research &
Action Center’s goal of reaching 70 lowincome children with school breakfast for
every 100 participating in school lunch,
more than 2.5 million additional children
would start the day with a healthy
breakfast at school. States and school
districts would tap into over $495 million
in additional federal funding to support
school food services

SCHOOL YEAR 2018–2019 TO SCHOOL YEAR 2019–2020
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2021 WEA Elections
Meet your 2021 candidates!

Every vote counts! Please be sure to participate in your Association’s elections! Watch your inbox for voting
information. An electronic ballot will arrive via email on April 6. If you do not receive a ballot, please contact
WEA Membership Specialist Linda Bottom at lbottom@wyoea.org. If you need to update your email address,
please contact Linda prior to April 6. Please note: Electronic ballots can be filtered as SPAM. Be sure to check
your Junk and/or SPAM folders before contacting Linda.
John Fabela
Candidate for: State Treasurer
It has been an honor to serve in a variety of positions in the WEA. My service began
on the MACR Commission, before becoming the Northwest Region President. I
currently serve as Co-President in the Powell EA, and as your State Treasurer. I am
passionate about the WEA and working on behalf of all members to make this a
strong and united Association. Thank you.
Dirk Andrews
Candidate for: NEA Director
It has been my honor to serve as your NEA Director the last three years. Students’
learning environments are our working conditions and we can’t weather any more
cuts! A vote for Dirk is a vote for public education and I have Wyoming’s best interest
at heart! I am ready to continue representing you in Wyoming and D.C.! Vote for
Dirk!
Lane Cheney
Candidate for: NEA RA State Delegate
I have served as a state delegate for the last two years. Since attending my first
Representative Assembly in 2019, I understand that we are primarily an organization
that advocates for children. I have never been more proud to be part of an organization
in my entire life. With your vote, I hope to continue serving children.

S
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Judy Crow
Candidate for: NEA RA State Delegate
Vote for Judy Crow to represent Wyoming at NEA Representative Assembly. I am the
current Northeast Region President and I served in Campbell County EA for the past
13 years.

Paige Gustafson
Candidate for: NEA RA State Delegate
I am an active and passionate advocate for public education. In my leadership
roles as my local membership chair, past delegate to RA, and the current Wyoming
representative to the NEA Resolutions Committee, I hold this elected position to high
esteem and will use the opportunity to strengthen our state association. I appreciate
your consideration and your vote.
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Evangeline (Eva) Linton
Candidate for: NEA RA State Delegate and Northwest Region Cluster Delegate
I am running for the Northwest RA State Delegate to make sure the voices of our
ESPs are heard. I have learned through the NEA ESP Leadership Institute that with
a clear strong voice and one message we are unified in our purpose and goals. 2020
taught us that we are unstoppable when we are given the proper tools.
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Heather Rutz
Candidate for: NEA RA State Representative and Southeast Region Representative
In all of my 10 years of teaching, I have been an active member. I have been active at the local,
state and national level. I currently serve as the Southeast Regional Representative and I am
running for re-election. I have served as building rep, NEA RA delegate, and on the membership
committee. I have also been active serving on other committees both at the local and state level. I
am dedicated and passionate about advocating for our students and our staff members in public
schools.
Reva Lobatos
Candidate for: Northwest Region Representative and Northwest Region Cluster Delegate to NEA RA
I would be honored to represent you! I am always ready to step up and speak out for educators
and the scholars we serve. As the interim Northwest Region Vice President, it is my desire to
continue to grow in my leadership in unity with members doing the work of the association.

Tyler Ruby
Candidate for: Southwest Region President
I am currently a special education teacher in Evanston, Wyoming. I have worked as a special
education teacher for 23 years. It is my pleasure to run for the Southwest Region President. I
have served in many capacities in my local and WEA. My experience includes being a local
president and treasurer. In addition, I have previously represented Wyoming at RA and served as
the Region’s Representative and President. I am looking forward to once again representing the
members in the Southwest Region.

Supporting
#WyomingTogether

Together, we are stronger.
We salute our educators who make a
difference in shaping the future of Wyoming.

Wyoming
Educators’
Benefit Trust

WEBT

Contact: Willis Towers Watson, Consultant | 800-640-4459
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ARE YOU FEELING LUCKY?
In a world where you never know what tomorrow may
bring, let California Casualty give a glimmer of hope with
lots of CASH.
With our $2,500 Educator Jackpot, members like you
have a chance to win. Use the money for whatever you may
need (or want)!

Enter Today:
WinWithCalCas.com/NEA
©2021 CCMC. CA Lic#0041343 No quote or purchase necessary. See website for

AH570221
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2021 WEA Elections

Every vote counts! Please be sure to participate in your Association’s elections! Watch your inbox for voting information. An electronic ballot
will arrive via email on April 6. If you do not receive a ballot, please contact WEA Membership Specialist Linda Bottom at
lbottom@wyoea.org. If you need to update your email address, please contact Linda prior to April 6. Please note: Electronic ballots can be
filtered as SPAM. Be sure to check your Junk and/or SPAM folders before contacting Linda.

DECLARATION OF CANDIDACY LIST FOR 21 ELECTIONS

		

Position
STATEWIDE/NATIONAL BALLOT

Candidate(s)

WEA Treasurer
NEA Director
STATE DELEGATES TO NEA REPRESENTATIVE ASSEMBLY

John Fabela
Dirk Andrews

NEA RA State Delegate (Category 1) --- 7 delegates

Lane Cheney
Judith Crow
Paige Gustafson
Evangeline Linton
Heather Rutz

NEA RA State Delegate (Category 2) --- 1 delegate
CENTRAL REGION
Central Region President

Rebecca Murray

Central Region Vice President
Central Region Cluster Delegate to NEA RA
(Casper College EA, Douglas EA, Glenrock EA, Niobrara County EA) --- 1 delegate
NORTHEAST REGION
Northeast Region Representative
Northeast Region Cluster Delegate to NEA RA
(Crook County EA, Johnson County EA, Newcastle EA, Northern Wyoming Community College District EA, Sheridan Central EA, Sheridan Central ESP, Sheridan East EA,
Sheridan West EA, Upton EA) --- 1 delegate
NORTHWEST REGION
Northwest Region Vice President
Northwest Region Representative
Northwest Region Cluster Delegate to NEA RA
(Arapahoe EA, Central WY College EA, D-4 EA, Dubois EA, Ethete EA, Ft. Washakie
EA, Greybull EA, Hot Springs County EA, Lovell EA, Meeteetse EA, Northwest College EA, Powell EA, Riverton EA, Shoshoni EA, Ten Sleep EA, West Big Horn County
EA, Wind River EA, Worland EA) --- 3 delegates
SOUTHEAST REGION

Jennifer Young
Reva Lobatos
Evangeline Linton
Reva Lobatos

Southeast Region Representative
Southeast Region Cluster Delegate to NEA RA
(East Laramie County EA, Eastern WY College EA, Guernsey-Sunrise EA, LCCC EA,
Platte County EA, WEA Local #1 EA) --- 2 delegates
SOUTHWEST REGION

Heather Rutz

Southwest Region President
Southwest Region Vice President

Tyler Ruby

Southwest Region Cluster Delegate to NEA RA
(Big Piney EA, Carbon County #2 EA, Kemmerer EA, Lyman EA, Mt. View EA,
Pinedale EA, Star Valley/Cokeville EA, Sweetwater Classified EA, EA @ Western WY
College) --- 2 delegates
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Spotlight

ON ESP

By: Christine Fitzgerald

Walk into any elementary school in Wyoming, and
you will find great kids being taught by dedicated
staff members. Walk into Arp Elementary in
Cheyenne, and you will find a truly amazing ESP,
Catherine Hamilton.
Catherine has been a kindergarten paraeducator for
the past 12 years, dividing her time among three
kindergarten classes. She works with small groups,
helping them with their reading and math skills.
Like many ESPs, Catherine goes above and beyond
for her students. She has recess duty and lunchroom
duty. She is the crosswalk guard, and she serves on
the district Social/Emotional Committee and the
Wellness Committee. She always has a smile on her
face and a kind word for everyone. She is always
willing to help wherever she can and where she is
needed.

Catherine Hamilton at
Arp Elementary. 2021.

Catherine's heart is in working with kindergarten
students. She loves meeting the students at the
beginning of the year and helping to assess where
they are academically, and comparing their growth
at the end of the year. She feels that one of her most
important jobs is to give young students a great
experience in school so that they are excited about
school each day and for years to come. Catherine
excels at meeting students where they are. She truly
enjoys the different personalities and learning
abilities that each student possesses.

Catherine has a great working relationship with the
kindergarten teachers in her building. She sets
teachers up for success so that they, in turn, can set
students up for success.
When you talk to the kindergarten teachers, they all
rave about Catherine, stating that she has a strong
work ethic, is very kind, and is willing to go above
and beyond every day. They point out that
Catherine takes as many classes as possible to
improve her ability to work with students. Most of
the classes are on her own time, after a full day at
Arp Elementary.
A new member of WEA, Catherine joined because
she wanted to be a part of something that was about
us, ESPs. She feels joining was a good decision,
recognizing membership comes with benefits that
she never even knew existed.
When Catherine is not helping in kindergarten, she
enjoys spending time outdoors, hiking our beautiful
state with her husband, David, knitting, and playing
the piano.
Welcome to WEA, Catherine!
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FOCUS on

SOCIAL
JUSTICE

WEA News caught up with Lincoln Elementary Music Educator and WEA member Lena Jones.
Lena is one of seven WEA members who participated in NEA’s 2020-2021 Minority and Women’s
Leadership Training.
“I think that showing support of women and
minorities in leadership positions is simply what
needs to be done,” said Jones. “Everyone who
takes on the responsibility of a leadership position
should be shown respect.” At this year’s Minority
and Women’s Leadership Training, the National
Education Association offered sessions on how
color and culture influence the workplace and the
way that sexism and racism have evolved—or failed
to—over the years.

to talk about the reasons that I teach certain topics,”
she said, “for example, having an African American
female composer as our focus this semester. I also
am ready to speak to my students about [social
and racial justice] in terms that are appropriate for
different ages at each grade level while remaining
clear on the most important points.”

If you or a colleague would like to attend
next year’s Minority and Women’s Leadership
Training, reach out to WEA President Grady
Jones believes that the Leadership Training was a Hutcherson at ghutcherson@wyoea.org to be
worthwhile experience that has better prepared placed on the list of potential attendees for the
her to best serve her students. “I am more prepared 2021-2022 session.

Natrona County Education Association
Social & Racial Jusice Committee
NCEA President and NEA Director Dirk Andrews shared with WEA News his excitement about
NCEA’s new Social & Racial Justice Committee. The 20+ member committee met for the first time
in November of 2020. “We discussed everything from race to social issues to religion,” Andrews
said. “Our focus will be on ensuring we have policies and practices to support all of our students.”
President Andrews also emphasized that the committee will prioritize offering social and racial
justice training to all NCEA employees.
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Retired
Vicki Swenson
President WEA-R
vicki@wyoming.com

Greetings WEA,

As always, WEA-Retired thanks each of our active
staff for all you do every day for your students,
school, and education. Our gratitude is even deeper,
considering the COVID-19 situation and protocols
under which you are working. We also thank our
retired members for what you are doing in your
communities during this difficult time. May you all
stay safe and do your best to take care of yourselves.
In the month of February, the WEA-Retired Board
worked diligently to support WEA’s statewide
postcard writing campaign, which focused on the
need for new revenue streams for Wyoming
education (see page 14). Our Board members
spearheaded our involvement in this campaign by
recruiting help from fellow WEA-R members, active
educators, our friends, business owners, school
board members, and spouses. Together, we wrote
nearly 1,200 postcards to Wyoming legislators! The
WEA-R Board thanks everyone for their time and
effort in supporting what we hope will be a
successful outreach campaign to Wyoming
lawmakers! In addition to seeking to positively
impact education funding, we want our lawmakers
to know that Wyoming constituents are watching
and are aware of what is happening at the
statehouse.
If you care to learn how WEA-R advocates for
education, please contact me. If you want to know
more about current legislation, whom to contact,
and/or how to reach them, or help in further
developing your message, please don’t hesitate to
contact me for that information as well. If you are
reading this article as an education retiree or soonto-be-retired educator, please remember that when
we retire from our position, we need not retire from
our profession.
In addition to working to advance education
funding, WEA-R has also been providing seminars
for education employees who have not yet joined us
in retirement. “Age is only a number, a cipher
for our records. A man can’t
retire his experience. He must
use it. Experience achieves
more with less energy.”
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- Bernard Banuch

WEA-R’s Pre-Retirement Seminars focus on how to
proactively plan for a healthy retirement. Because
of COVID-19, we’re now offering these seminars
virtually and have enjoyed unprecedented
attendance at our last two. We generally have done
these seminars regionally, but because of the
convenience of a digital offering, they will be
available statewide. If you’re interested in being
placed on a notification list for the next available
seminar, please let me know.
Last but certainly not least, as an active member of
the Wyoming Coalition for a Healthy Retirement
(WCHR), WEA-R continues our work to secure
additional benefits for Wyoming retirees. This
session, the Coalition worked with lawmakers to
prepare legislation for an Unanticipated Gains
Endowment Fund for Wyoming Retirement System
(WRS) beneficiaries. This endowment would have
created a mechanism to provide additional financial
benefits to retirees before the fund reaches 100%
funding, as is the present law. If this proposed
legislation had been enacted, funds would not come
from the general budget but from gains realized by
WRS investments. WRS has an amazing investment
team with investment returns expected to average at
least 7% per year, and to gradually grow the corpus
to reach 100% funding. This concept would have
siphoned off investment gains when they far exceed
expectations (more than 10%) and what is required
to keep the WRS corpus healthy. Unfortunately, this
bill failed to be introduced (see page 5). But we are
glad that the legislation has been drafted and we're
already taking our next steps toward this goal.
In closing, let’s all try to spend more time thinking
about the good things in our lives and not the
worries that can easily creep in because of this
pandemic and the issues and problems it has
brought.
In Appreciation,
"Worry is like a rocking chair:
It gives you something to do
but never gets you
anywhere.”
Vicki Swenson
President WEA-R

- Erma Brombeck

From left: WEA-R member Diane Holte and WEA-R President
Vicki Swenson write postcards to Wyoming Legislators.
February 2021.
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Education Support Professionals are Vulnerable to Education Funding Cuts
jcatfitz@msn.com
(307) 286-4503

Everyone is aware of the budget crisis that

Wyoming is facing. Some people may say that the
word crisis is overly dramatic; it is not.
Cuts to education funding in Wyoming could
come to $100 million or more, which would cut
staff and programs vital to student growth and
success. Many ESP feel that their voice does not
count or that they won’t be heard. You do count,
and you will be heard, but you must speak up!
Students and the future of education in this great
state depend on your willingness to advocate for
education!
By the time you read this, this year’s legislative
session could be over or nearing its end. But it’s
never too late to get involved! Reach out to your
legislators: Give them a call or send them an
email. Share your story with them. Tell them how
and why cuts to education funding would hurt
Wyoming students and how cuts would impact
you, your family, and your community.

Em Wilson, a library paraeducator
at Greybull Middle and High
Schools, is WEA's ESP of the Year!
Learn more about Em's
achievement and what it takes to
be a great ESP on page 29.
Spring 2021 Magazine.indd 27

The fight for funding won’t end with this session.
It’s important that we keep the conversation going
with Wyoming lawmakers. ESP are uniquely
qualified to speak to day-to-day life and
experiences in classrooms and cafeterias, in
libraries, and on school buses across the state.
Please, use your experience and your unique
perspective to advocate for our students!
If you’re interested in learning more about how
you can get started advocating for education,
please contact me or WEA Government Relations
Director Tate Mullen at tmullen@wyoea.org. I am
always amazed by the care, compassion, and
amazing work that ESP do daily. You make a
difference, don’t let the opportunity to make a
difference for education funding pass you by.

Christine Fitzgerald
ESP Representative to the WEA Board of Directors

From left: Greybull EA members Cheryl Hunt
27
and, ESP of the year, Em Wilson.
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schools
WEA has been awarded funds through the National Education Association Safe and Just Schools Grant. This grant award
will help to fund resources to further remedy equity issues for students across the state, as well as bringing additional
training opportunities to educators to learn more about trauma-informed teaching practices and promoting social justice
in Wyoming schools. WEA Vice President Kim Amen will join a cadre of 10 educators in training about these issues so that
this cadre can, in turn, train members and educators across Wyoming.
“I am very excited about this opportunity, and I believe this grant will provide resources that we have not had in the past.
It will allow us to address some very important issues that affect the daily lives of Wyoming students and staff,” Amen told
WEA News. “Our students were able to go back to in-person learning this fall, but that doesn’t mean Covid-19 ended. It
doesn’t mean that the stress of the pandemic or the issues of lack of access for our most vulnerable students were magically
solved,” she said. “It doesn’t mean that our minority and LGTBQ+ students don’t face daily challenges. The trauma and
stress facing our students and staff are higher than ever, and this grant aims to provide some education surrounding how
to begin addressing these issues.”

History & Civics Engagement with VFW Middle School Teacher of
the Year 2020 Neil Hokanson

Born to a non-US citizen and raised on a dairy farm and cattle ranch, 8th-grade history teacher and WEA member
Neil Hokanson is no stranger to hard work or civic pride—both values that he fosters in his students. The Veterans
of Foreign Wars Department of Wyoming named him
the 2019-2020 VFW Middle School Teacher of the
Year. As citizens of the United States of America it is
important to understand our role,” says Hokanson.
“The Constitution does not say “We the government...”
it says “We the people...” It is our responsibility to
make change as needed and to be active participants
in society. That is what I hope my students take away
from my United States History classes.” Hokanson
points to storytelling as a great way to get students
engaged in history and civic education. “Share your
story and help students highlight their own stories so
they understand the significance of their lives and how
they are interwoven into society. They are part of one
of the greatest countries on the face of the earth and
their relatives made it so!”

Neil Hokanson
US History Teacher
Johnson Junior
High School
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ESPof theYEAR
For Em Wilson, the pathway to a career as a
paraeducator began with volunteering. She volunteered
in the library and office at Greybull Elementary and
Middle Schools for two years before accepting a library
paraeducator position in 1996.
According to Wilson, Education Support Professionals
are people, like herself, who are “genuinely interested in
the well-being of students and staff,” and she says,
“being extremely flexible makes life easier for all
involved!”
In addition to being awarded WEA ESP of the Year,
Wilson also won Northwest Region ESP of the Year.
Greybull High School Librarian Lynn Forcella
nominated her for the Northwest Region ESP award. “I
appreciate my assistant in the library and the critical
role our ESPs play in the world of education,” says Lynn.
“They are so crucial to the success of our endeavors and
yet sometimes so behind the scenes that their
contributions are rarely lauded.”

Em Wilson

Wilson recognizes the important impact she has on
students in her role as an ESP, “ESPs are so important to
students’ overall learning experience in so many ways,”
she says, “they have a different relationship with
students than classroom teachers do. The first and last
adults that a lot of students see every school day are
ESPs, so ESPs can set the tone of that day: Every ESP is
important to someone in their school system
every day.”
“Em keeps our library world turning,” Forcella told
WEA News. “From creating displays to assisting
students in finding the perfect fit for reading, she is
constantly, quietly, exceeding every expectation. Thank
you, Em—and all ESPs—for what you do, sincerely:
THANK YOU!”

HELP IGNITE SUPPORT FOR WYOMING
EDUCATION
Ignite Wyoming works to raise awareness and appreciation for
the good work that goes on in Wyoming public schools.
"It is imperative that we share with the legislature and
the Wyoming public about what public education and
educators do for students and how we help all
students succeed," says music teacher and WEA
member, Amy Simpson. Amy agreed to be
interviewed and to help coordinate submitting photos
and video from her classroom to be showcased as part
of the Ignite Wyoming campaign. She encourages her
colleagues and fellow Association members to do the
same.

that the public is being consistently reminded of the
important role that education plays in the lives of our
students, and in our communities, and society as a
whole," she said. "We have to remind Wyoming
citizens why high-quality education is enshrined in
our Constitution as an unwavering, non-negotiable
value for Wyoming citizens. Please consider
contributing to this campaign; it's one step in the right
direction toward urging Wyoming to hold our elected
officials accountable for protecting our students."

"I know it feels like a big ask when we are all so busy,
especially this year," said Amy, "but, the future of
education funding is at risk. We have to make sure

Submit videos and photos at
ignitewy.org/video-upload
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WEA STAFF CHANGES & GROWTH
JENY GARDNER
NORTHWEST REGION UNISERV DIRECTOR
A California native, Jeny has lived in Wyoming for almost ten years. She holds a BA from
California State University Sacramento in Economics and also graduated from their
teacher preparation program. Later she completed her Masters in Math Education at
Western Governors University.
Jeny began her career as a middle school math teacher in Citrus Heights, CA, and
eventually became a high school math/economics teacher in Elk Grove, CA. She also
played and coached women’s professional football for the Sacramento Sirens. Since
moving to Powell, Jeny has worked as a computer lab para in an elementary school, an
adjunct professor at NWC, a middle school/high school teacher at a virtual school, and
the last six years as a high school math teacher in Lovell, where she also served as the first head coach of a Wyoming high school
football program.
Jeny is excited by the opportunity to use her background to offer support to members across Wyoming.
When she is not busy supporting members in the Northwest region, you will find Jeny and her husband, Joe trying to keep up
with their very active 13-year-old daughter, JJ, and 11-year-old son Jacob. The family enjoys sports of all kinds, including football,
baseball, and swimming. Jeny and Joe have even worked as football officials together. They share their home with four cats and
three dogs, all of which are spoiled rotten. Jeny is also known for her wacky love of frogs and her crazy hairstyles.

LISA HEROLD
SOUTHWEST REGION UNISERV DIRECTOR
Lisa was born and raised in Evanston, Wyoming. She graduated from the University
of Wyoming in Elementary Education. Lisa taught all levels of elementary school in
Evanston and Thermopolis, as well as online at the Wyoming Virtual Academy and
Colorado Prep Academy. As a career-long WEA member, Lisa was also the WEA
Northwest UD from 2001-2006 and left to raise her family. She is now excited to be back
home in the Southwest Region as the UniServ Director! She loves spending time with
her local leaders and members.
When she’s not busy with WEA, you will find her knitting, reading, and spending time
with her children, Colin, Annelisa, and Eric, her husband, Greg, and sweet Labrador,
Milo. Lisa loves to travel—especially when she can do so with her husband and all three kids together!

ELISE ROBILLARD
ORGANIZER
Elise Robillard has taken on a new role as WEA Grants Coordinator & Organizer.
She has experience leading grant-funded projects, organizing with members around
critical issues, and building power locally. Her new job will allow her to remain in her
home community in Lander. She is known to many of our members as the Northwest
Region UniServ Director, a position she held for three and a half years. In addition to
her new responsibilities, Elise will continue as the WEA Liaison for Education Support
Professionals.
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In Memory

Please join WEA in remembering our deceased friends and colleagues.
Karen Rose Abel — Retired Life
Darlene Baker — Sweetwater EA
Joan Lee Brummond — Retired Life,
former CTEA
Micheal Thomas Calmes — Retired Life,
former Glenrock EA
Ruth A. Castor — Retired Life
Doris J. Chafee — Retired Life
Roy Joseph Cruz — Carbon One EA
Charles W. Custis (Chuck) — Retired Life
Huella Darling — Retired Life,
former Hot Springs County EA
Bonnie A. Deal — Retired Life
M. Jean Downing — Retired Life
Ronda B. Freel — Retired Life,
former Hot Springs County EA
Gus W. Gerhardt — Retired Life
Cleo A. Glasspoole — Retired Life
Keith A. Hagen — Cheyenne Teachers EA
Marlys J. Hastings — Retired Life
Beverly Ann (Kopp) Johnson — Retired Life,
former Laramie County EA
Charles R. Johnson — Retired Life

Dean S. Keith — Retired Life
Barbara W. Kessner — Retired Life
Mary Ann Kindervater — SIEA
Valdean C. Perry — Retired Life
Suzanne M. Quinonez — Goshen EA
Winifred E. Ricketts — Retired Life
Gregory Scheurman — Retired Life
Katherine Sedille — Retired Life
Molly J. Smith — Retired Life
Beecher Stube — Inactive NEA Life
Cheryl Turk-Barrus — Cody EA
Charlene Kelley Urban — Retired Life
Beverley Kay Wheeler — Retired Life,
former Natrona County EA

The names of deceased educators
will be published once annually in
WEA News. To add a name to our
Memoriam, please email
aturner@wyoea.org.
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