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Wisconsin Coalition of Virtual School Families Urges 

Legislators to Say “I trust parents!” 
Capitol Testimony Encourages Student-Based Accountability That Measures Growth 

 

[WISCONSIN]  The education reformers who have championed online public charter schools schools for a decade are 

encouraging lawmakers to pass an accountability plan that is geared toward parents. 

 

Rose Fernandez, founding board member of the Wisconsin Coalition of Virtual School Families, testified Tuesday before 

the Wisconsin State Senate Committee on Education Reform and Government Operations. The committee was holding a 

hearing on SB1, legislation that would create a new accountability program for Wisconsin’s K-12 schools. 

 

“I would argue, that the information in any accountability system should be generated primarily for the parents of 

Wisconsin so that we can make an informed choice of the school that best suits our children,” said Fernandez. “I 

know you can take the good in the current institution -based conversations and bills so far, and then add to it, layer over it, 

Student Based Accountability.” 

 

Among the ideas advanced by the Coalition: 

 

 To truly see how well a school performs, any grading system for schools receiving public funds must put the most 

emphasis on individual student growth, not the average test scores of a school's student body. 

 How well does a school do at helping individual students improve throughout the year? This should be the 

primary factor in any accountability plan. 

 Report cards should waive the test scores of first-year transfers to avoid penalizing the new school for failures 

associated with the previous school. 

 We think you should make D and F schools mail their report cards to parents, who must sign to acknowledge 

receipt. These mailings should be standardized and free of any explanatory spin from the school. 

 End Madison’s grip on open enrollment transfers. Eliminate the "Home District" and Department of Public 

Instruction veto power over public school open enrollment transfers 

 Empower parents with information regarding test scores, graduation rates, retention, school safety, 

etc.  Give parents the accountability 'stick'.  Their enrollment choices determine funding.  Do not create a new 

board or give DPI new authority. 

 Instead of new mandates on schools and teachers, mandate that the DPI must inform all parents of all the options 

available to them. Turn DPI into an agency that serves parents, not 'the system'. 

 

“Parents are the first to know that a school isn't working and must be empowered to take action in their child's best 

interest,” Fernandez said. “If you want to improve our schools…if you want to provide greater opportunity to Wisconsin’s 

students, it starts by saying three simple words: I trust parents.” 

 

Founded in 2004, the WCVSF is a 501C4 non-profit coalition of parents, teachers, students and alumni of Wisconsin's 

online public charter schools. Fernandez’ complete testimony is attached. 
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TESTIMONY ON SB1 AND STUDENT-BASED ACCOUNTABILITY 

Submitted by Rose Fernandez  

of the Wisconsin Coalition of Virtual School Families 

January 27, 2015 

 

  

Good Morning.   I’m Rose Fernandez, one of the founders of the Wisconsin Coalition of Virtual School Families.  We are a group of 

parents, teachers, and alumni involved in public online charter schools. This year marks our tenth anniversary of serving as a resource 

for parents and as advocates for options in education. 

  

First, I want to thank and congratulate the entire Legislature for making issues about our children’s education both Senate Bill and 

Assembly Bill 1.  I think that shows that everybody in this room knows that there is no higher priority for our state than making sure 

we are doing everything we can to prepare every child for the best and brightest future they can have. 

  

While much of the conversation about accountability has been positive, I’m afraid that in a very critical way it is missing the real point 

and objective we all share of helping each individual child learn to the best of their ability.  

  

I am testifying today for information only.   

  

Information is good.   To the extent these bills, and SB 1 in particular, put more information about schools and educational options in 

the hands of parents that’s a very good step.   

  

Knowing what schools and districts, ON AVERAGE, have more students growing and achieving proficiency and which schools and 

districts, ON AVERAGE, have more students struggling can provide good basic information to parents, and can also give policy-

makers valuable insight as you formulate state policies. 

  

Using that information to reward and congratulate schools that are doing well, ON AVERAGE, is fine and calling out those schools 

with lower AVERAGES to get those averages up is a good idea, too.  In some cases things that are being done in what is labeled 

an “A” school might be able to be copied by a “D” school, and some group of kids in the "D” school could benefit from that.   

 

Parents of the Coalition see these as generally reasonable and good ideas. 

 

But here is where we get to the concern about the conversation – and the draft bills – and then to what we see as even a danger. 

  

First the Concern.  Assigning grades to institutions – school buildings, districts – is fine.   But buildings don’t take tests.  And 

much more importantly buildings don’t learn....buildings don’t have dreams and aspirations.  Kids and Parents do.   

  

But there is even a more fundamental problem.  I will guarantee you that in every “A” building there are students struggling to 

learn...and frustrated parents struggling to be heard, searching for an answer.  And in any “D” or “F” building there are children who 

are doing great....and if it happens to be in a school of choice (through the choice program or public school open enrollment) parents 

who sought that school out often did so because it offered something that was not being offered in their assigned school. 

  

This brings me to the very real danger in focusing solely on institutions and writing legislation or rules based on a mindset that 

buildings and districts are the proper units of measure.  

  

When that struggling student and frustrated parent happens to be sitting in an "A” building in an "A” district, will our new 

accountability system make it easier or harder for the parent of that student to be heard?    Will it be easier or harder to recognize that 

even though a good percentage of other students in that child’s classes test well on standardized tests that model or approach of that 

school may not be a good fit for some? 

  



And what about this nightmare scenario for a parent:  You have a child that is struggling, you do all you can for years only to watch 

your child fall further behind.  You know your child can learn and achieve....you, and your school...just can’t figure out how to 

get them on track.  You try everything, you ask for help, you worry and pray, you don’t sleep. 

  

Then you finally decide to try something different.  After much research, you find a school of choice, maybe a public charter school 

down the road or a public virtual charter school that offers a different kind of approach or model.  You are so thankful that in 

Wisconsin bold policy-makers have already set up a system where there are some choices...and a choice that your family can take. 

  

And your child blossoms.   Loves school when they hated it before.  You see learning...not just for a test...but real learning.  And they 

start to catch up on the standardized tests, too, and pretty soon are at grade level and still accelerating. They are happier. And smarter.  

  

And then one day the phone rings or a letter comes.   And you are told, “We’re sorry, but some other students at the school are not 

doing as well as your student, so the school is going to lose its funding and close, or the school has been ordered from 

Madison….From MADISON.. to completely change....maybe to be just like the “A” school where your child was miserable and 

failing. 

 

How can that be?   How can any one of us in this room look at that parent and say to them, “We’re sorry this is going to hurt your 

child, but its good for the AVERAGE.....we’re sorry your life is going to be turned upside down, but it needs to be that way because 

other kids you don’t even know did not do well on the standardized tests your child did do well on.”   

  

So I’d repeat, how can that be? 

  

The answer is – at least to parents – it can’t be and doesn’t have to be.   

  

We have to be smart enough in our policy-making to create an accountability system that drives every student to their best possible 

outcome, empowers every parent with information and options to help their child get there, and simply does not accept that some 

children and families might get hurt along the way as long as the averages look good. 

  

It means not solely focusing on buildings, institutions, and averages.  It means recognizing “institutional” level of information for 

what it is – yes... use it as policy makers --but never forget the parent-level view either.   

  

In fact, I would argue, that the information in any accountability system should be generated primarily for the parents of Wisconsin so 

that we can make an informed choice of the school that best suits our children. 

  

Rather than focus solely on institutional accountability, I would encourage you to think along the lines of student-based accountability, 

and trusting parents to make informed choices. 

  

I hope and ask that you build an educational landscape that works for every student....that reaches into that struggling student in the 

“A” building or district and finds interventions—and empowers parents in that situation with information, options and choices.   

  

And I plead that you build a landscape that never rips a child out of a school or model working for them, especially a school that a 

parent has sought out.   

  

A landscape that recognizes there are educational models that can turn around and save some kids that have fallen through the 

cracks.  These models may need more time than average because the kids who struggle need more time.  

  

We are – you as policymakers are – up to this task.  I know you can take the good in the current Institution Based conversations and 

bills so far, and then add onto it, layer over it, Student Based Accountability.   

  

If you do this, you can again show the way and lead, like Wisconsin does so well.  While many other states have already put in place 

systems that are driven solely by buildings and averages, you can show a better way.  As we speak, Congress is working on rewriting 

the antiquated NO Child Left Behind Law, which despite its name was based almost entirely on rolled up averages and Institutional 

Based Accountability.   Again, you can show a better way. 

  



If we want to work together to improve Wisconsin's schools, we will abandon plans to inject the heavy hand of the state and instead 

unleash the often ignored power of Wisconsin's parents. Parents, if armed with the right information, are the ultimate accountability 

enforcers. 

 

Every family, no matter where they live or what challenges they face, deserves to have multiple options and objective, meaningful 

information to inform their choice. 

 

Can we all agree today that Wisconsin kids do not belong to any school district or any system? 

 

The children in Wisconsin schools are not merely dollars on a budget sheet or vessels for state aid. Let’s not treat them as such.  Let’s 

build an accountability plan that empowers parents to make informed choices so that their young learners can reach their full potential. 

 

 To truly see how well a school performs, any grading system for schools receiving public funds must put the most emphasis 

on individual student growth, not the average test scores of a school's student body. 

 How well does a school do at helping individual students improve throughout the year? This should be the primary factor in 

any accountability plan. 

 Report cards should waive the test scores of first-year transfers to avoid penalizing the new school for failures associated 

with the previous school. 

 We think you should make D and F schools mail their report cards to parents, who must sign to acknowledge receipt. These 

mailings should be standardized and free of any explanatory spin from the school. 

 End Madison’s grip on open enrollment transfers. Eliminate the "Home District" and Department of Public Instruction veto 

power over public school open enrollment transfers 

 Empower parents with information regarding test scores, graduation rates, retention, school safety, etc.  Give parents 

the accountability 'stick'.  Their enrollment choices determine funding.  Do not create a new board or give DPI new authority. 

 Instead of new mandates on schools and teachers, mandate that the DPI must inform all parents of all the options available to 

them. Turn DPI into an agency that serves parents, not 'the system'. 

 Frankly, we also believe true statewide school choice should be ushered in as a part of this new parent-centered landscape 

as well. But we respect the fact that that issue will not be resolved with the legislation before you today. 

 

Will a parent-centered, student-based accountability plan solve all the problems in our schools? No. But measuring the right results, 

getting that information in the hands of the public and then trusting parents will go a long way toward making our schools better. 

 

Parents are the first to know that a school isn't working and must be empowered to take action in their child's best interest.  If you want 

to improve our schools…if you want to provide greater opportunity to Wisconsin’s students, it starts by saying three simple words. 

  

I ..Trust…Parents. 

  

Can you say that? It is our hope that through a new accountability plan, you’ll say exactly that. 

  

The Parents, Students and Teachers of our Coalition stand ready to help in this process in any way we can.  Thank you so much for 

your time and consideration. 

 

 


