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Just as important: I

\

BY HEATHER GRAVES
STAFF WRITER

BROWN COUNTY - Par-
ents advocate and directors
facilitate.

But, it’s teachers who in-
terpret complex 504 accom-
modation plans and Indi-
vidualized Education Plans
- to turn them into mean-
ingful lessons for students.

Area administrators
agree the success of any
special education depart-
ment is heavily dependent
on the teachers inside the
classrooms.

A life-long passion

For more than three de-
cades, Stacy Splittgerber
has helped Green Bay's
youngest special education
students.

Splittgerber, an early
childhood special educa-
tion teacher at Kennedy El-
ementary School, said the
job is filled with ups and
downs, twists and turns,
and experiences out of left
field - with no two days the
same.
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Jennifer Woldt, a special education teacher at Lineville Intermediate School, started her career in special education, moved to
general education following burnout, but returned to special education to be the teacher she needed in fifth grade. She keeps a
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picture of herself in her desk as a reminder.

Juggling a classroom of
students aged 3-6 with vary-
ing needs, Splittgerber is of-

ten uncertain of what each
day will bring, but she said
the smallest successes keep

her motivated.
“I can have a really bad
couple months, and I can go

nside the classroom

NE
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be aday after that and there
is a huge breakthrough
with one of the students...
It’s in those moments when
I know I've made a differ-
ence. That I know that I
need to keep coming back,
because they need me.”

Splittgerber said some
days are tougher than oth-
ers.

“When they are swear-
ing at me, which believe
me, even at 3, I've had quite
a few words,” Splittgerber
said. “But, I know they
don’t mean it.”

She said there have been
days where it’s crossed her
mind to walk away.

“I had a little boy - he
would just scream at ev-
erything,” she said. “So,
an hour-and-a-half of my
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home and be like, T'm out,
this is my last year,” she

said. “And then there will See CLASSROOM page 7

Literacy Green Bay helps

others realize citizenship

BY HEATHER GRAVES
STAFF WRITER

GREEN BAY - In Ukrai-
nian, “povynno buty”
means meant to be.

Regardless of the lan-
guage, 57-year-old UKraini-
an immigrant Olga Wakker
said it’s a phrase she uses
often to describe her path

to the United States.

Born and raised in
Odessa, Ukraine, a port
city on the Black Sea, Wak-
ker said she never imag-
ined moving to America,
let alone becoming a citi-
zen and making a life on
a dairy farm in Northeast
Wisconsin.

It started with a chance

meeting with a man from
Holland at a folk dance en-
semble concert in 2010 in
Odessa.

Two years later the pair
married and embarked on
a new adventure in the U.S.

Her husband, Johannes,
was familiar with life in the
states, having worked as a
plant engineer in Wiscon-

woman,
dreams

sin for many years.

However, when the cou-
ple made the move, they
bought a dairy farm in Ke-
waunee and began making
traditional Dutch cheese,
which they sell through-
out the country, including
at many stores in Greater
Green Bay.

“I didn't choose Ke
waunee, Kewaunee chose
me,” she said. “Kewaunee
was predisposed by fate
for me, because my hus-
band, Johannes, lived and
worked here for more than
30 years.”

When she got to the U.S.,
she said she found several
Ukrainian- and Russian-
speaking friends in the
area, which helped make
Wisconsin feel like home.

“They helped me tofind a

See WAKKER page 14

Ukrainian immigrant Olga Wakker, 57, recently became a U.S.
citizen with the help of her tutor through Literacy Green Bay.
Submitted Photo
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three-hour morning is him
screaming  continuously.
And I would go home those
nights and say ‘I can’t do
this.” And then the next day
I go in and he runs off the
bus and says ‘Stacy, Stacy,
I missed you. I love you.’
And so that is the day that
I know I have to keep going.
There is always a positive
for a negative.”

Splittgerber said she
leans heavily on her col-
leagues for support.

“Because my husband
doesn’t understand my job,
I can’t go home and vent to
him,” she said. “So that’s
where a colleague and I will
get onto messenger or call
and be like ‘What can I do?
I need some help.’ I have an
(aide) in the room with me.
So she and I can bounce
ideas off each other. And
when I am having a really
bad day, she knows what
to say, and the same for
her. We know the bad days
aren’t going to last. There
is always a rainbow at the
end.”

Splittgerber said even
though she’s been at this
for 30 years, there is always
more to learn.

“I'm not afraid to ask for
help,” she said. “Everybody
needs help. The support I
get from my school and ad-
ministration is a huge help.
Whenever I am having a
really rough day, they are
always there to pick me up.”

Focus on the positive
At the end of every day,
Heather Potts - a fifth-grade
math and science teacher
at Lineville Intermediate
School - takes a moment to
scan each desk in her class-
room, making note of the
successes the students in
those seats had that day.

“I literally look at each
seat and just Kind of think
about what went well with
each student that day,”
Potts said. “If I had a really
bad interaction - or felt like
that challenge didn't go the
way I wanted it to, or it was
just a stressful day or that
lesson was just a bomb -
there are always more posi-
tives than negatives.”

Though she is a general
education teacher, Potts
said aspects of the special
education program have
always been a part of her
classrooms — whether it’s
a student with a 504 plan
needing accommodations
or another needing a spe-

Heather Potts, a fifth-grade math and science teacher at Lineville Intermediate School, replays her

students’ success everyday after the final bell rings.

cial education teacher to
join her classroom to pro-
vide that student or stu-
dents with help.

Potts said decompressing
after the school day hasn’t
always been easy.

“It’s been a journey for
me, honesty,” she said. “I'm
a very empathetic person.
With all of the challenges
my students face, and every
situation and every student
is different, I pick up on that
stuff. But I've learned to set
boundaries for myself on
my time, just my emotional
state. I've done counseling.
I’'ve done a lot of just pri-
oritizing self-care and that
kind of stuff. Really it’s just
knowing when I've reached
that limit and need to step
away.”

Potts said her students
are part of her heart.

“I saw a meme that talk-
ed about how ‘Once you've
been one of my students,
you'll always be one of my
kids’ - and that is accurate,
very accurate,” she said.

Potts said she has never
met a teacher who didn't
want their students to suc-
ceed.

“Every teacher is dif-
ferent, and depending on
their experiences and the
support they get, it’s going
to affect how they go about
that,” Potts said. “I would
say that we want to work
with parents, and we want
to provide opportunities for
students to be successful.”

On tough days, Potts said
she leans on those around
her.

“We have extremely sup-
portive  administrators,”
she said. “So, on the really
rough days, I'll often go and

just chat with them. They
are really good at hearing
me out and framing things
in a positive way.”

Her message to parents
and community members
is never stop advocating.

“If you are concerned
about your child, don’t stop
advocating for them, and
work with the teacher and
the district and fight for
that child to get what they
need. Because at the end of
the day, that is what we all
want. And I think that is
universal at the heart of be-
ing a teacher.”

Always an advocate

Inside the desk drawer of
Lineville special education
teacher Jenny Woldt sits a
picture of herself from fifth
grade.

Woldt said behind the
smile and 1990s perm is a
girl struggling, in desperate
need of guidance.

She said she holds onto
the picture to remind her-
self to be the advocate to
her students she needed
years ago.

“T really love servicing
students that maybe there
are times people will say
the odds are against,” she
said. “That is where my
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passion lies.”

Woldt started her teach-
ing career in the Green Bay
School District as a special
education teacher at the
high school level.

After a few years, Woldt
said she felt the pressure
being a special education
teacher brings.

“I felt my power of influ-
ence was too late for some,”
she said. “Sohow can I work
with scholars to change
the mindset that your path
isn't predetermined and
education is your gateway
to achieve whatever your
heart sets?”

Woldt said that led to a
shift in focus and a posi-
tion at Jefferson Elemen-
tary School as a fourth-fifth
multi-grade general educa-
tion teacher.

“And I stayed there for 12
years,” she said. “T served
students of all abilities and
I loved my role. But at the
end of my, probably to be
honest 10th year, I really re-
alized I love the social and
emotional component of
my job... And that is where
I found my power of influ-
ence with kiddos.”

A position opened up at
Lineville - one Woldt said
was too good to pass — and
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she made the transition wise
back into a special educa-
tion teaching role.

“My job all day is to help
with the well-being, the so-
cial and emotional care of
students with significant
disabilities,” she said. “I
love this job. I love this posi-
tion, and what I do here at
Lineville as a special educa-
tion teacher.”

Woldt starts each of her
days with breakfast in her
classroom with her stu-
dents.

“We have this really cool
community of gathering
time, like a dinner table, if
you will,” she said. “And
it is a great time for us to
check in with each other
to see how our evenings
went — with sleep, with fam-
ily, with our temperament,
just that checkpoint. And
so, from there we run so-
cial skills lessons with each
other - really, just how do
we take care of ourselves
in a healthy way? And how
can we be kind and flourish
in our school day? So, con-
versations or activities or
games (go) around that.”

Woldt said she strives to
do whatever is needed to
help her students.

“So throughout the day,
if we look at my schedule,
it is supporting academics,

,” she said. “Making
sure everyone feels safe,
that they belong, because
when you feel safe and that
you belong and you feel
cared for, you can do a lot
with academics.”

As the lead case man-
ager of the IEP team for
her group of students, she
serves as the connection be-
tween the home, school and
the community.

“Scholars I work with
may have community teams
through the county or the
state — so (they're) always
bringing us all together...”
she said, “and making sure
we are doing the best we
can for the scholar we are
servicing.”

Woldt said she makes
sure families know she is
always available.

“T provide my cellphone
number - within limits,”
she said. “I will say ‘You
can reach me between these
hours.’ ButI make sure they
are night hours because I
know, myself, it would be
hard to connect with my
child’s teachers during the
school day only... So I make
sure I'm available in the
evening as well as earlier in
the morning.”

Woldt said she is an ad-
vocate for her students “for
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“Icontinually tell families,
I don’t go away just because
they moved to a different
school,” she said. “I will for-
ever be an advocate and an
ally for your family and your
child. And I hope the fami-
lies that I service feel that
and know that I am depend-
able, because I just want to
do right by the child.”

Woldt said she has come
to realize, regardless of
her efforts, there are some
things she can't fix.

“That circle of control is
what I go back to,” she said.
“I can control providing,
when students are with me,
a stable, calm, safe environ-
ment with high expecta-
tions, but with high love. I
can control that.”

Collaborative
approach
Sara Doverspike has
helped students at De Pere
Middle School for the past
14 years.

“l was very surprised
that middle school level
was really what hit me as
the level that I would be in-
terested in and would kind
of be with what I would
stick with throughout my
career,” Doverspike said.

Throughout those years,
she said special education
students have always been
a part of her general edu-
cation classrooms.

This year is slightly dif-
ferent as she has taken on
a collaborative teaching
role.

“Team teaching will be
a new collaboration for
me this year,” Doverspike
said. “I am foreseeing a
lot more opportunity to
plan with the specifics of
student IEPs in mind this
year. Of course, we always
have to be following stu-
dents’ needs through their
IEPs, whether we have a
supported class or not,
whether it’s collaborative
or team teaching aides or
just students in the class-

room. But, I think (it’s
important) being able to
more specifically see what
the student needs are and
guide those step-by-step
this year.”

Meeting students where
they are, especially in
middle school, is key for
Doverspike.

“Middle school level,
just the social aspect of
where students are at
and helping them work
through connecting with
each other socially/emo-
tionally where Kids are
coming from (is key),” she
said.

Doverspike said De Pere
has been fortunate with a
fairly consistent group of
special education support
staff.

“So, students get to
know them, and they are
not just someone who
would be with them in
math,” she said. “They
would see them in other
places around the build-
ing.”
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Doverspike said as she’s
gained experience, she’s
learned establishing rou-
tines is crucial.

“I finish up and have
(things) ready for the next
day, so that when I walk
into the room the next day,
there are things about the
physical space that are
ready for me,” she said.

However, she said step-
ping away is easier said
than done.

“We know on any given
day, a student can walk in
with things that happened
outside of school that are
going to impact their day,”
she said. “Same for us,
and knowing that, we need
grace, they need grace. It is
important to let them know
that it is okay to have a bad
day, and we’ll figure it out.
That is, I would say, is one
of the most taxing parts of
the education profession -
being able to find your own
time and separate.”

Destined to advocate

Haley Grzywa'’s advocat-
ing for students with dis-
abilities extends beyond
the classroom.

“My passion to work
with Kkids with disabili-
ties started with my older
brother who has Down
syndrome,” Grzywa said.
“I hope to inspire others
the way he has inspired
me.”

For the past three years,
she has helped guide third-
through fifth-grade special
education learners at Pio-
neer Elementary School in
Ashwaubenon.

Grzywa said the majori-
ty of her day is spent doing
what she calls “my favorite
part of the job” — working
with kids.

“Ialsospend alot of time
collaborating with teach-
ers, lesson planning, com-
municating with families
and completing required
paperwork,” she said.

She said a common chal-
lenge among teachers in
all specialties is time.

“Teaching requires daily
collaboration to ensure we
are giving our best to the
kids and making sure that

we are reaching all learn-
ers,” she said.

Grzywa said it's a tall
order for someone juggling
the varying needs - learn-
ing disabilities, emotional/
behavioral disabilities and
other health impairments
- of 15 students on a daily
basis.

She said the responsibil-
ity can weigh on her.

“I take a lot of the job
home, especially when I
have students struggling,”
she said.

Grzywa said the prog-
ress she sees daily in her
students pushes her to
continue supporting her
young learners.

When times get tough,
she said she has amazing
coworkers she can rely on.

“We help each other
through the challenging
moments,” she said.

Like many teachers, she
stresses the importance of
work/home balance.

“It is easy to get caught
up in the work and spend
all of your nights and
weekends (focused) on
school,” she said. “But, it’s
essential to remember that
everyone has things going
on outside of school.”

Dual advocacy

Seymour special edu-
cation teacher Jodi Bar-
rington also advocates for
students with disabilities.

With 19 years of special
education teaching experi-
ence and having her three
children diagnosed with
ADHD, and one autistic,
Barrington said she sees
both sides.

Barrington said her de-
sire to become a special
education teacher stems
from her struggles with
similar experiences when
she was in school.

“Because my teachers
and parents believed in
me and helped me believe
in myself, I decided to be-
come a special education
teacher, because I want
students to know they can
do whatever they put their
mind to,” she said. “They
can accomplish any goal
they set for themselves.”

Next week:
Funding
conundrum

Next week’s issue will
feature the sixth and fi-
nal installment in this
series on special educa-
tion.

The story looks at
what both sides of the
political aisle want to see
done about special edu-
cation.

As a special education
teacher at Seymour Middle
School, Barrington said
she knows the importance
of taking time to recharge.

“I take the time to re-
charge by doing the things
I really enjoy,” she said.

She said doing the
best she can for students
throughout the day allows
her the opportunity to step
away and decompress at
night.

“T am still thinking
about students and fami-
lies when I go home, even
through the summer,”
she said. “It’s hard to just
switch it off, because you
care about your students
and families. But the con-
nections that I make with
my students and their fam-
ilies, I know I am doing the
best job I can do.”

Barrington’s days are
filled with interventions to
address specific needs, but
she said she is adamant
about reaching out to par-
ents with positives as well.

“(I) let them know the
achievements we are see-
ing, too,” she said.

The University of Wis-
consin-Green Bay, 4th
Estate Media, made a
searchable special educa-
tion database that goes
along with this series. It
can be found in the online
story at gopresstimes.com.

This story was pro-
duced by the NEW News
Lab, a collaboration of
newsrooms that focuses
on issues important to
Northeast Wisconsin.
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system at Fire Station No. 2,
with funds from the build-
ing maintenance fund.

Fire Chief Joel Bertler
said Fire Station No. 2, at
2323 Northwood Road, is ap-
proaching 30 years old, and
there have been no major

renovations to the heating,
ventilation and air condi-
tioning system since air
conditioning was added in
the early 2000s.

Bertler said the boiler
used to heat the building is
reaching its life expectancy,
which typically is between
20-30 years.

He said Robinson Heating

and Cooling’s work also in-
cludes replacing the water
heater, and with the project
expected to leave the build-
ing without heat for several
days, staff recommended
completion before the heat-
ing season approaches.
Bertler said the new boil-
er should last the village
another 25-30 years.

De Pere Historical Society
to hold annual dinner

DE PERE - The De Pere
Historical Society will
hold its annual dinner
Wednesday, Oct. 20, at the
Swan Club, 875 Heritage
Rd.

There will be a cash bar
starting at 5:30 p.m. with
dinner at 6:30 p.m.

The guest speaker will

be Cliff Christl, Green Bay
Packers historian and au-
thor.

The De Pere Woman's
Club is making a presenta-
tion to the De Pere Histori-
cal Society of an item of
significance to De Pere.

The Nan Workman
award will be presented to

the volunteer of the year.
There are also awards
for home and business
renovations/restorations.
Reservations can be
made by contacting White
Pillars/De Pere Historical
Society 403 N. Broadway,
calling 920-336-3877 or on-
line at Deperehistory.org

Holiday lights display coming to Voyageur Park

DE PERE - The De Pere
Parks, Recreation, and
Forestry Department an-
nounced the creation of
the Voyageur Park Holiday
Lights Display.

With cooperation from
Fox Communities Credit

Union, the city will create
a unique drive-thru expe-
rience in Voyageur Park
to view and enjoy holiday
lights and decorations.

The display will operate
from 5-9 p.m. Dec. 10-11, 17-
18, and 23-26.

For this inaugural 2021
season, organizers antici-
pate the experience will
have enough lights for ap-
proximately 20-25 trees,
averaging 500-750 lights per
tree, along with ground dis-
plays.



