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‘This is part of democracy’

School board critics throw their support behind challengers

Don Severson and Barb Schrank are among the Madison school board’s most regular and vocal critics. Now, besides their regular meeting attendance, public policy critiques and Internet postings, they are focusing their energies on the April 5 election.


“If the public sees there are candidates who are willing to ask questions and dig into the issues, and be willing to be part of some change and solutions, rather than continuing to be part of the problem by blaming others, and if the public will vote when they see that, then things will change,” says Severson.


Severson, a business consultant, is backing challenger Lawrence Winkler against incumbent Carol Carstensen. He stresses that his support is personal, not in his role as president of Active Citizens for Education. The group has written several “white papers” critical of the district (see www.schoolinfosystem.org/ace/).


Schrank, a parent and ardent fine arts supporter, is backing local attorney Lawrie Kobza against incumbent Bill Clingan. Schrank contributes to the schoolinfosystem.org Web site and occasionally posts video clips from school board meetings, which has increased traffic to the site.


“Lawrie’s a responsible, independent thinker,” says Schrank. “She’s very attentive to the big issues, and she will be responsible in terms of moving the important discussions before the board.”


Both Severson and Schrank were actively involved in recruiting candidates to ensure a contested election.


“Part of our mission is to increase debate,” says Severson. “This is part of democracy.”

It’s unclear how much a boost such support will give Winkler and Kobza. Both candidates are clearly underdogs.


No local school board member has been ousted since 1998, when Joann Elder defeated Mary Jan Rosenak. Moreover, both Carstensen and Clingan have strong name recognition and the support of Madison Teachers Inc. That guarantees them a voter base of teachers and an infusion of cash if MTI polling, done in the weeks before the election, predicts a close race.


The incumbents also may have dodged a bullet by moving to keep any referendum questions off the April ballot -– a move motivated in part by the desire to keep voters from turning out to oppose referendums at the same time as they cast ballots for school board elections. Two referendums -- one to raise $26.2 million for maintenance over five years, the other for a $14.5 million addition at Leopold Elementary -- will be decided in a special election in May.


Critics of the board’s critics say they aren’t really interested in seeking solutions to complex problems.


“They seem to want to find things to complain about,” says Carstensen, who’s gotten to know Severson and Schrank because of their probes into on budget matters. “I get a little concerned when people say, ‘You should be doing this,’ but then are unable to give me a better plan for how to achieve what they want.”


Carstensen, first elected in 1990, is the school board’s longest-tenured member. Campaign finance reports file last week show she had about $3,000 on hand after a fundraising blitz in December that included donations from Barbara Arnold, R. Alta Charo, Paul Soglin and Beth Zurbuchen.


Winkler missed the filing deadline for his first report, according to the city clerk’s office. 


At the first candidate forum on Jan. 26, Carstensen listed her extensive experience in school issues and displayed a nuanced understanding of school budgeting.


Winkler, who has a law degree and works as a project manager in the UW’s Division of Information Technology, was alone among the candidates in saying he “kind of” likes the state-imposed revenue caps that have made spending more tight. He offered qualified support for both referendums and defended a proposed schedule of athletic field fees that Kobza has attacked as part of her campaign.

Kobza, in particular, has come out swinging. At the forum, she rattled off a list of specific ideas: pursuing partnerships with sports organizations, fine arts associations and the UW to avoid program cuts; revisiting the district’s decision to reject a $2 million federal reading grant for five low-performing schools; and announcing proposed elementary school boundary changes before holding the referendum on Leopold Elementary.


A partner at the Boardman law firm, Kobza was elected president of the parent organization at Sherman Middle School, served on a principal’s selection committee, and worked with district officials to improve the school, which she says was “in crisis” after having three principals in three years.


According to campaign finance reports, Kobza raised $665 before Jan. 1, including $100 donations each from Schrank, board member Ruth Robarts, and Lucy Mathiak, a citizen member of the board’s Long Range Planning Committee. In a recent op-ed column in The Capital Times, Mathiak accused Clingan of not aggressively planning for a new Leopold school while he was chairman of the committee last year. Clingan issued an indignant denial.


A state employee and father of two, Clingan has been lining up endorsements from local officials, although his most recent campaign finance report shows he raised no money in 2004 and had only about $1,000 on hand as of Jan. 1. He’s got the support of the majority of his colleagues, and his affable personal style adds to his appeal.


In many ways, Carstensen and Clingan are riding on the reputation of the district, while Winkler and Kobza are hoping to capitalize on calls for new voices and change. Schrank, for her part, is buoyed by last spring’s reelection of Robarts.


“Loudly and clearly, the voters supported a candidate who asked tough questions,” says Schrank. But, Robarts, of course, was also an incumbent.

