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Wisconsin Retired Educators’ Association Foundation Awards Grants 

For Innovation to Ten Wisconsin Middle Schools 

Ten Wisconsin middle school innovative programs have been recognized by the Wisconsin 

Retired Educators’ Association (WREA) Foundation, as part of the organization’s annual 

“Challenge Award Program.” 

Five First Place Winner schools each received a $2,000 check to support their projects. Five 

Second Place Winner schools each received $250.00 to support their projects. The awards are 

given annually and are rotated each year from elementary schools, to middle schools, to high 

schools.  The program is designed to recognize and encourage innovation at all levels of public 

schools. 

This year’s First Place recipients were recognized for the following projects: 

• Grantsburg School District iForward Public Online School (Grantsburg) and Co-Director, 

Constance Quade, for the “Student Spaceflight Experimental Program” (SSEP).  The 

project was created in August 2017 for online middle school students. The program 

allows students to work in scientific teams to develop and participate in a real-life, 

hands-on experiment that had a variable that would change in microgravity. Their 

experiment was on board the Dragon Rocket when it launched into space and docked at 

the International Space Station. It returned several months later after the experiment 

had been performed by a team of international astronauts. 

 

• Shawano Community School (Shawano) and Middle School Social Worker, Jodi 

Guenther, for the” Helping Hands Club” project. The Helping Hands Club at the Shawano 

Community Middle School is student led with adult staff member volunteers. The 

purpose of the Helping Hands Club will be dedicated to volunteer/service work. The 

goals of the club are to learn and practice decision-making, values, communication, 

leadership skills, grow in self-confidence, increase their social circle, and experience the 

joy of helping others. 
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• Marathon Venture Academy (Marathon) and ELA Teacher, Gina Smith, for the” Culture 

of Climate Change Expedition” project. This project was an interdisciplinary, engaging, 

and innovative experience for students, staff, and the Marathon community. During this 

expedition, students participated in place-based learning about climate change, studied 

the connection between culture and climate, and examined the impact of climate 

change at the local, state, national, and global level. Student observations and research 

led to the creation of phenology wheels displayed at the Celebration of Learning. 

 

• North Middle School (Menomonee Falls) and Teacher, Michael Tamas, for “Media 

Creations Business Commercials” project. Students learned to communicate, present, 

and work in groups as they developed the objectives, hooks, and subject matter of these 

commercials. They spent time brainstorming, storyboarding, and preparing the concept 

for the commercial. During this time, they were required to meet with their store owner 

outside of class time to discuss the needs and wants of the owner. When their 

storyboard and script were approved, they then set up times to shoot the video. The 

business owners were very pleased with the videos since they captured the businesses’ 

mission and vision. 

 

• Richland Middle School (Richland Center) and Guidance Counselor, Gretchen Kanable, 

for the “Richland Snack Pack for Backpacks” project. This project addresses the need so 

students in the Richland School District wouldn’t go hungry over the weekend and 

extended breaks. Prepared bags of snack foods and easy to prepare meals are sent 

home with students in their back packs on a weekly basis. Snack Packs for Backpacks is 

currently serving about 50 students every weekend with snacks and non-perishable food 

items. The program is currently working with Second Harvest Foodbank of Southwest 

Wisconsin to supply the needed food. Richland school staff are helping deliver the bags 

to the students who have been nominated for the program. 

This year’s Second Place recipients were recognized for the following projects: 

• Northland Pines Middle & High School (Eagle River) and School Counselor, Sade Seeger, 

for the “Active Mentor Mentee Partnership (AMMP)” project. The purpose is to match 

middle school students with high school students to establish increased connectedness 

to the school community and to support a healthy school culture. The curriculum is 

beneficial in that it fosters the high school mentor’s leadership and service skills while 

simultaneously building relationships and community. The new mentor program has 

effectively supported the middle school students in making a smooth transition to the 

larger building while adding to the already strong sense of community in the Northland 

Pines Middle and High Schools. 

 

• Washington Island School District (Washington Island) and WISD Science Teacher, 

Jessica Dennis, for the “STREAM: ROVs in Action on an island school” project. Students 

were afforded an opportunity to explore robotics. They engaged in a 6-week after-



school program that allowed them to work with their science teacher, as well as a UW-

Stevens Point adjunct professor. The students worked during the first quarter designing, 

developing, engineering and testing the ROV’s (remotely operated vehicles). They tested 

their finished products in the community swimming pool, where the ROV’s attempted to 

pick up, catch and retrieve various teams from the pool floor. They have created a Phase 

I, II, and III timeline, that will allow the school to capitalize on what has been imbedded 

into the Elementary, Middle and High School Science-ELA-Art-Math curriculums. 

 

• Hudson Middle School (Hudson) and Computer Science Teacher, Aaron Harker, for the 

“Computer Science Program” project. Every sixth and seventh grade student takes a 6-

week computer science class focusing on problem solving and the design process while 

utilizing coding and robotics. This year a 12-week elective course was added for 8th 

graders to continue and expand their exploration of computer science. Students engage 

in collaborative and creative cross-curricular activities as they explore the possibilities of 

both programming and physical computing. Students apply language arts standards to 

the creation of computer animated stories, create apps, and design, build, and program 

robots to complete tasks and interact with the world around them. 

 

• Park View Middle School (Mukwonago) and Business & Marketing Teacher, Jennifer 

Serkowski, for the “Food & Beverage Convention” project.  Students learn about types 

of business ownership, interviewing skills (mock interviews take place with 

administrators), marketing and persuasion strategies, selling skills and types of 

promotion. The objective of the convention is to stimulate a trade show. Students 

develop a marketing plan that includes a product, price, distribution, promotion, and 

target market plan. Gaining the experience of communication, and being able to express 

their concept and plans, are essential real-life skills that aid in college and career 

readiness. 

 

• Platteville Middle School (Platteville) and Sixth Grade Teacher, Laura Digman, for the 

“Exploring Spaces and Places of Platteville” project. This is an active, outdoorsy, 

engaging enrichment opportunity for students in the Platteville School District. Students 

get active and explore Platteville’s vast community resources, natural beauty, parks, and 

historical sites. The objective of the course is to get students engaged in the resources 

of our community, while being active with a multi-age peer group. Many of our students 

don’t have their own active gear due to financial hardships and they would like to 

ensure proper equipment for students with special needs. 

 

 
WREA, which organized in 1951, is a statewide association of more than 10,000 members and 60 local units.  It is recognized for protecting the 

public pension fund, promoting public education, and providing member benefits.  With a central office in Middleton, WREA maintains a strong 

lobbying presence to represent the views of the retired educational community. 

 


