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Augmentation  

Submitted by Dr. Amy Van Deuren, Superintendent 

Dated June 17, 2022 

 

INTRODUCTION  

I am grateful for the opportunity to submit an augmentation to the report made by The 

Investigator from the law firm of Von Briesen and Roper dated May 6, 2022. Issues with my 

approach and style, especially in the opinions of several leadership team members, are alleged 

in this report. For instances where I offended anyone or hurt feelings, I am deeply regretful.  The 

smooth operation of the District, the safety and well-being of students and staff, and the best 

education that the District can provide have always been my priorities.  

I would like to begin by unequivocally stating that I did not engage in any Harassment, Boundary 

Invasion, Isolation, or creating a Hostile Work Environment of which I am accused.  I did enter 

one of the complainants’ offices without knocking on several occasions. I did go into meetings of 

my sudordinates at times. I did use physical gestures when speaking within my own physical 

space (including pounding a table).  I did use profanity in leadership team meetings (as did 

other team members, although that does not excuse my use of it).  These behaviors on my part 

were due to what I believed was a level of trust and familiarity with the team and a comfort level 

in speaking to them from the heart and with passion for the District’s mission and responsibilities 

to staff, students and the community.  My behaviors occurred while working through particularly 

difficult issues and having to move leadership team members through decisions that required 

them to look beyond their school or department to the good of the District as a whole.  

I deeply regret that my behaviors were perceived as nefarious, threatening, or intimidating.  To 

read in this report how my behavior was perceived completely breaks my heart.  Had the 

requisite conversations occurred, I would have apologized all over myself and problem-solved 

with the complainants to make it right.  I take great pride in the quality leadership team in place 

throughout the District, and I have worked hard to put people in the best positions for their 

ongoing success.  

But the requisite conversations and problem-solving with me did not occur.  Instead, two 

employees in high-ranking leadership positions filed a complaint.  They did this 10 days before a 

critical referendum vote, which failed by 39 votes.  The complaint investigation process is now 

going on three months.  The stress of going through this process far outweighs any pressure 

experienced in my role as superintendent.   

Contrary to The Investigator’s findings, I am not guilty of these offenses, and with my reputation 

at issue, not addressing the falsehoods and overreaches in the report might be construed as 

tacit guilt.  I have a contract with the Sparta Area School District, which was renewed for an 

additional year in January of 2022 that extends to June 30, 2024, which I view as a vote of 

confidence from the Board in my performance as superintendent.  Most importantly, my 
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reputation is at stake.  That is worth fighting for; therefore, I cannot let this Draft, Privileged 

report stand as it is written without responding. 

 ANALYSIS  

The Complaints 

The complaints and the report go way beyond issues regarding approach and style.  They 

allege harassment under board policies developed under Title VII and Title IX of federal 

statutes, including hostile work environment, isolation, and boundary invasion.  Title VII and Title 

IX require that the complainants be members of a Protected Class, such as age, gender, or 

religion; and that the unwelcome conduct that is alleged is based on the protected 

class.  Neither complainant is a member of a protected class; furthermore, both hold positions of 

high authority in the areas of personnel and equity and should have known that they were not 

members of a protected class.    

The US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) guidance recommends that an 

employee who believes they are being harassed inform their harasser directly that the 

complained-of conduct is unwelcome, but at no point did either complainant ever once bring 

their concerns to my attention, despite having full access to me within the same building during 

most working days and hours.   

Part of due process in a formal complaint is to inform the accused of the nature of the 

complaint.  I have received written notice of two (2) complaints, received by two employees with 

a great deal of District authority.  These complaints were filed under Board Policy Articles 329 

and 1662 (the Title VII and Title IX policies discussed above).  Each complaint is less than one 

page and includes no detail of alleged illegal behavior.  These complaints are public 

record.  However, the questions asked during my interview and the draft report cite several 

other policies under review by The Investigator, including the superintendent’s job description. I 

have received no notice that violations of these policies were at issue.  I still have not received 

the “anonymous third-party complaint” emailed to a Board member that was the basis for the 

March 25 meeting between the two high-ranking administrators and the other Title IX 

Coordinator.  Furthermore, several of the policies referred to in the report were not even 

mentioned in my interview with The Investigator.  

One of the policies cited by The Investigator, but not discussed in my interview, is Policy 110 - 

Handling of Concerns.  That Policy states that “it is the desire of the Board of Education that 

complaints be handled promptly and as close to the source as possible.”  The Policy also 

describes the process through which there should be communication up through the chain of 

command seeking resolution.  Both complainants failed in their respective job duties regarding 

the additional two (2) complaints by not following this process, and the Board erred in 

considering these two complaints along with the complaints brought forward under Title VII and 

Title IX.   
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Based on the report, it appears that the main complainants’ concerns were never brought to my 

attention per Policy 110 prior to my interview with The Investigator.  For example, the report 

states that the complainants complained that I walked into one of the complainant’s offices and I 

interrupted meetings that the complainants felt that I shouldn’t have.  I ask, how is the boss 

walking into an office or joining a meeting hostile behavior? If such behavior was a concern to 

the complainants, a simple conversation and perhaps a few tools (sign on the door?) could have 

resolved it.  

Additional Complaints 

In addition to the two complaints received from high-ranking administrators, two other staff 

complaints are cited.  I received no notice of the two staff complaints nor any written copy of 

either complaint.  The first I heard of either of the other two complaints was on April 25, when I 

was interviewed by The Investigator. To this day, no written complaint from either staff member 

has been forthcoming.  The only information regarding these additional complaints that I 

received was what I was asked in the interview (first time I heard about them) and what I read in 

The Investigator’s report.   

One complaint apparently was from a staff member regarding an anonymous letter I 

received.  The letter contained vague allegations of potential violations of student rights under 

IDEA and federal Title VI laws requiring ELL services at one of the schools.  I shared the 

anonymous letter with all staff at a school.  I did this for the following reasons:  1) to ascertain 

whether the letter was indeed from a staff member, and 2) to get more specific information 

about potential violations of federal law that could be investigated.  The events in the letter took 

place a year ago. Furthermore, I sent the anonymous complaint out after conferring with the 

District’s attorney.  I told The Investigator this.   

The Investigator did not follow up with this complaint in the report after initially mentioning 

it.  However, they do use quotes from the complainant to make serious character accusations 

against me without supplying evidence.  The final quote is particularly damaging, which accuses 

me of “treating the board like a bunch of uneducated fools who couldn’t possibly have a better 

solution than the one she has presented.”  This statement is wholly inaccurate – I only have the 

utmost respect for Board members.  

The quote discussed above is just one example of language included throughout the report that 

is personal opinion not based in evidence, fact, or policy.   

The other complaint is from a former staff member who sat in as the support person for an 

employee during that employee’s Discharge Meeting.  Again, I was not aware that this event 

was part of the complaint, and I was blindsided by the questions.  Discharging an employee is 

always difficult and such meetings are fraught with emotions.  Upon further reflection, I do 

remember that I said, “You should look in the mirror.”  I read the termination letter verbatim, and 

then listened to the employee berate me for several minutes.  I finally said “Maybe you should 

look in the mirror.” The school principal stepped in and told the employee and complainant that 

he made the decision to terminate, not the superintendent.  This was a true statement.  At that 
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point, the complainant started berating me and said they were going to file a complaint.  I 

responded to the complainant’s berating and abusive comment by saying “I’m sorry you feel that 

way.”   

The Investigator uses this Discharge Meeting to find that my behavior was becoming 

“increasingly erratic and aggressive” over the week of March 25.  This meeting was so 

incredibly stressful that it did affect me.  Having to discharge someone is one of the hardest and 

most unpleasant parts of my job.  In addition, during this meeting, the discharged employee and 

the complainant were both extremely aggressive toward me, to the point that I advised the 

leadership team that the meeting and aggression demonstrated to me caused me distress and 

anxiety. 

Policy Language  

The two main complainants chose to file their complaints using Policies 329 and 1662, even 

though that they knew or should have known that they were not members of a protected class, 

and thus, the policies did not apply.  My assertion is based on their roles and duties as high-

ranking administrators.  That aside, they selected the policies as the basis for their complaint; 

therefore, it’s reasonable that The Investigator should have used those policies as the basis for 

their investigative process.  However, the Board of Education, working through The Investigator, 

did not follow the policy that they rely on for their complaint in several respects:  

• Policy 1662, Prohibited Harassment states the following:  The Board will vigorously 

enforce its prohibition against harassment based on race, color, national origin, age, sex, 

pregnancy, creed or religion, genetic information, handicap or disability, marital status, 

citizenship status, veteran status, military service (as defined in 111.32, Wis. Stats.), 

ancestry, arrest record, conviction record, use or non-use of lawful products off the 

District’s premises during non-working hours, declining to attend an employer-sponsored 

meeting or to participate in any communication with the employer about religious matters 

or political matters, or any other characteristic protected by law in its employment 

practices (hereinafter referred to as "Protected Characteristics"), and encourages those 

within the School District community as well as third parties, who feel aggrieved to seek 

assistance to rectify such problems. The Board prohibits harassment that affects 

tangible job benefits, interferes unreasonably with an individual’s work performance, or 

creates an intimidating, hostile, or offensive working environment.  

The complainants are not members of a protected class, and any behavior 

referred to in the report was not discriminatory or harassing based on a person 

being a member of a protected class.  None of the behaviors in the report were 

aimed toward anyone based on them being in a protected class.  

• Policy 1662, Definitions states the following:  "Harassment" means any threatening, 

insulting, or dehumanizing gesture, use of data or computer software, or written, verbal 

or physical conduct directed against a school employee on the basis of the employee's 

Protected Characteristics that:  
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o   places a school employee in reasonable fear of harm to his/her person or 

damage to his/her property; 

o   is sufficiently severe, pervasive, and persistent so as to create a hostile 

working environment which materially alters the employee’s working conditions 

from the perspective of a reasonable person similarly situated; 

o   has the effect of substantially disrupting the orderly operation of a school or 

any other aspect of the District’s operations. 

•  As demonstrated in the report, I have done nothing that would create a 

reasonable fear of harm to property (or person, for that matter). 

•  From a legal standpoint, a hostile working environment cannot be found, 

because it is a construct of harassment due to being a member of a 

protected class. 

•   In the entire report, only one statement that could be viewed as 

threatening is identified: “If I’m going down, you’re going down with 

me.”  No context or timeframe was provided for this comment, either in 

the report or in my interview.  To my best recollection, I did not make this 

comment. 

• The behaviors reported were the kind of behaviors about which you have 

a conversation and perhaps an improvement plan to work through. 

• The behaviors did not result in substantial disruption of District 

operations. 

• Policy 1662 Definitions, Boundary Invasion, states the following:  Boundary invasions 

may be appropriate or inappropriate. Appropriate boundary invasions make medical or 

educational sense. For example, a teacher or aide assisting a kindergartner after a 

toileting accident or a coach touching a student during wrestling or football can be 

appropriate. However, other behaviors might be going too far, are inappropriate and may 

be signs of sexual grooming.  Inappropriate boundary invasions may include, but are not 

limited to the following: hugging, kissing, or other physical contact with a student; telling 

sexual jokes to students; engaging in talk containing sexual innuendo or banter with 

students; talking about sexual topics that are not related to curriculum; (the examples 

continue in the policy).  

Boundary invasion has to do with invading personal space, physical contact, or 

inappropriate questions or dialogue with intent to invade a person’s personal life 

or personal space.  I did not engage in such behavior at any time with anyone.  In 

fact, the report alleges that I was impersonal because I didn’t ask about family.   

• Policy 1662 Reports and Complaints of Harassing Conduct, (Letter E) states that all oral 

complaints shall be reduced to writing.   
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The additional two complaints were never reduced to writing short of their 

inclusion in the report as far as I am aware, and if they were, they were not 

shared with me. 

• Policy 1662 Reports and Complaints of Harassing Conduct states the following: 

Members of the School District community and third parties, which includes all staff, are 

encouraged to promptly report incidents of harassing conduct to an administrator, 

supervisor or other District official so that the Board may address the conduct before it 

becomes severe, pervasive, or persistent.   

 The two administrator complainants filed their complaints referring back several 

years.  There was no timely reporting, nor attempts to resolve issues. Rather, I 

approached both complainants on several occasions to ask them what they 

needed from me.  I almost always received a response of “nothing” or 

“everything’s fine.”  On one or two occasions, one of the complainants did say 

that they were overloaded and needed more help.  The other complainant would 

not disclose the nature of their issues, although I gave them several opportunities 

for them to do so.  

I did share the above information with The Investigator in my interview, but they 

did not include it in the report.   

• Policy 1662 Complaint Procedure states the following: Due to the sensitivity surrounding 

complaints of harassment, timelines are flexible for initiating the complaint process; 

however, individuals should make every effort to file a complaint within thirty (30) 

calendar days after the conduct occurs while the facts are known and potential 

witnesses are available. If a Complainant informs a Principal, Superintendent, or other 

supervisory employee, either orally or in writing, about any complaint of discrimination or 

retaliation, that employee must report such information to the CO within two (2) business 

days.  

One of the two additional complaints (regarding possible student IDEA and ELL 

services violations) were made after a year, while the two complainants allege 

behavior that goes back years, and never once before had they brought it to 

anyone’s attention for resolution.  

• Policy 1662 Investigation and Complaint Procedure states the following: Once the 

complaint process begins, the investigation will be completed in a timely manner 

(ordinarily, within fifteen (15) business days of the complaint being received).  

I was not interviewed until after a full month of oral notice from the Board 

President that there were complaints filed against me.   The report was not 

completed until approximately a full 6 weeks after the oral notice of complaint. 

•  Policy 1662 Complaint Procedure states the following: The Respondent is not entitled to 

receive a copy of any written complaint unless the CO determines it is appropriate to do 
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so; however, the Respondent will be informed about the nature of the allegations. The 

CO shall inform the Respondent of the requirements of this policy, which may include 

providing the Respondent with a copy of this policy or information about where to find it. 

Respondent shall be afforded the opportunity to submit a written response to the 

complaint. The CO shall inform the Respondent of the Respondent's deadline to provide 

the CO with the written response to the allegations in the complaint.   

I was not told about any specifics of the complaint, except to say that the 

incidents of March 25 were the basis of the complaint.  It was not until the 

weekend before my interview (on or about April 24) that I received the summary, 

no-facts-included version of the two complainants’ complaints.  

Moreover, I was never afforded the opportunity to submit a written response to 

the complaint.  I had no idea where this was coming from.  Even if I had been 

afforded this opportunity, I would have had no idea what to respond to, other than 

the events of March 25.  As evidenced by the report, there was a lot more to this 

complaint than I was told. 

o   I was never given an opportunity to submit a response to the written complaint, 

nor any deadline. 

As a result of this omission on the part of the Board of Education and the Board’s 

Attorney (who, by Policy 1662, is the Title IX coordinator for this complaint since 

it involves the superintendent), when I went in for my interview, not only did I not 

know what this was about, but ALL of The Investigator’s information and 

documentation were supplied by the two main complainants, whose interviews , 

to the best of my knowledge, had been completed, or largely completed, 2-3 

weeks prior to my interview on April 25.   

• Policy 1662 Privacy/Confidentiality states the following:  The School District will employ 

reasonable efforts to protect the rights of the Complainant, the Respondent(s), and all 

the witnesses as much as possible, consistent with the Board’s legal obligations to 

investigate, to take appropriate action, and to conform with any discovery or disclosure 

obligation in an investigation of harassment. The School District will respect the privacy 

of the complainant, the respondent, and all witnesses in a manner consistent with the 

School District's legal obligations under State and Federal law. Confidentiality, however, 

cannot be guaranteed. 

The Board of Education failed to make reasonable efforts to protect the rights of 

the complainants, witnesses, or myself by being careless with the Draft 

Confidential Attorney-Client Privilege copy of The Investigator’s report and failing 

to consider the impact the numerous flaws and errors would have on those 

involved, including myself. That being said, it is worth noting that neither myself 

nor complainants, nor several of the witnesses have an expectation of privacy 

given the very public nature of our positions in the District. 
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• Policy 1662 Reprisal states the following:  Submission of a good faith complaint or report 

of harassment will not affect the complainant's or reporter's work status or work 

environment. However, the Board also recognizes that false or fraudulent claims of 

harassment or false or fraudulent information about such claims may be filed. The Board 

reserves the right to discipline any person filing a false or fraudulent claim of harassment 

or false or fraudulent information about such a claim.  

Both complainants and The Investigator knew or should have known that the 

complaints do not state valid claims of Title VII or Title IX Harassment, and that 

they do not rise to the level of policy violations regarding hostile work 

environment, isolation, or boundary invasion.   

The Interview 

It is important to provide context for the information I provided in my interview.  I was placed on 

paid leave starting Wednesday, March 30.  On March 28 and 29, the Board President asked me 

to take paid leave days, which I did.  The paid leave letter stated that there were two complaints 

based on the two (2) policies under Title VII and Title IX, and that I was to have no contact with 

anyone in the district or community who might be part of the investigation.  At each instance, 

when I was given a direction, I followed it fully.   

I was not interviewed until April 25, with nothing other than the information I have provided in 

this response thus far, with the exception of the actual names of the two complainants. 

In the interview I was asked to recall the details of several specific meetings that I had not 

thought about in a very long time.  I recalled them as best I could.  I was extremely nervous as 

the tone of the interview was more prosecutorial than fact-finding, including several leading 

questions that required one-word responses (for example: do you agree that employees should 

take vacations?).  I was told I could take a break if I needed one, yet when I did so (after more 

than an hour of interviewing), that action was portrayed as negative.  In fact, virtually everything 

I said or did was either portrayed as negative or if my response was positive or appropriate, it 

was not included in the report.  I was never asked for a written statement, nor was I asked if 

there were any witnesses I would like interviewed on my behalf.   

The report insinuates that I engaged in threatening behavior yet there is not one credible claim 

of a threat or indications of any physical aggression made by me against anyone.  As an 

example, if I “literally backed [one of the complainants] into a corner” as alleged by the other 

complainant, why wasn’t that incident probed, and why wasn’t I questioned about it during my 

interview?  I was never asked about backing anyone into a corner, nor did I ever physically back 

anyone into a corner. No one was threatened with discharge, improvement plan, or other 

adverse employment action.  I did not lunge, kick, hit, or ever threaten to lunge, kick, or hit 

anyone.   I slapped my forehead and pounded a table, and pointed a finger in the air, all actions 

within my personal physical space.  Yet, The Investigator finds credible evidence for a hostile 

work environment, which cannot be found from a legal sense since the two complainants were 

not subjected to unwelcome conduct based on a protected class.  
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I gave specific instances of addressing behavior in the interview that were never 

mentioned.  Specifically, an administrator used a particularly vile profanity regarding female 

anatomy during a cabinet meeting.  Everyone was silent for a second, and several people (me 

included) nervously laughed it off and kept going.  I could see that another administrator was 

upset with the episode, so I called a recess so I could talk to the upset administrator.  That 

administrator explained that they had daughters and did not appreciate the language and was 

very disappointed at my laughing and moving on.  My response was “You’re absolutely right, I 

should not have done that, and I’m sorry.”  I called the administrator who made the comment 

and we both extended our apologies to the rest of the cabinet when the meeting resumed. I 

went first and then the principal.  Nowhere was this stated in the report. 

Finally, the Investigator found that the physical manifestations of my medical condition that I 

unknowingly displayed during my interview were evidence of a lack of credibility on my 

part.  They also took my standing up to take a break (as was instructed) as a lack of 

credibility.  I was a nervous wreck; my anxiety was high and I needed a break. 

 

Meetings Leading up to March 25, 2022 

Leading up to March 25, 2022, stress was high for me as well as others as we had difficult work 

to do to prepare for potential budget reductions. Contrary to statements in the report, we weren’t 

in a position by March 22 to make the recommendations that the cabinet wanted to make.  I 

wanted to get the BOE’s approval for staff reductions.  Complainants were not happy about that 

because they wanted as much time as possible to get non-renewal notices prepared.  I told 

them at least twice that we weren’t ready to do this on Tuesday.   

The meeting referred to on March 22 was one in which the principals and directors were in 

separate rooms much of the time.  I was back and forth between the two.  At one point, the 

directors wanted me to hold a meeting after school for staff for an update.  I wasn’t sure about 

that.  I went to the principals, who did not want such a meeting. 

I’m not sure why everyone was under the impression that the specific positions were coming out 

on March 22.  There was no indication that I was going to do so in my communications, board 

presentation or other actions, yet principals were under the impression that I was.  Not one 

person said anything to me before the meeting.  

I never said that the board members were “just new” and “didn’t understand” nor would I say 

such a thing especially since one of them is the former superintendent of the District. 

 On Thursday, March 24, I laid out the plan for moving forward with the directors.  It was clear-

cut and based on where I had been going on this for at least a week. Immediately, one of them 

started asking several questions.  We went through everything to end up back where we started 

– with what I had laid out.  What I anticipated would take 20 minutes took much, much longer. 
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When I asked complainants to leave, I said “Please leave so I can have a nervous breakdown 

by myself.”  They never asked what they could do to support me.  They quietly left.  I was left 

frustrated, bewildered, and confused how no one seemed to get the communication that we 

were not releasing the positions on Tuesday.  I still don’t know why that went forward when I 

said we weren’t ready. 

Problems with the Report 

The “facts” presented in The Investigator’s report are significantly flawed in several respects. 

These flaws have been brought to the attention of the Board President and presumably the 

Board of Education, yet they are comfortable releasing this flawed report without 

corrections.  Thus, I am crafting this response to address at least some of the more egregious 

flaws in the report.  Specifically, the flaws in this report include (but are not limited to) the 

following:  

●       The Investigator shows a bias in the way she references the individuals in this 

report.  Everyone else is always given a title prior to their name; however, I am merely 

“Van Deuren.”  It may be a small thing but does demonstrate her bias. 

●       The Investigator noted that …[complainant’s] crying was an indication about her 

being “visibly scared,” whereas The Investigator noted that “Van Deuren’s” crying was 

her being “annoyed.”  There was a clear bias against me and a clear sympathy toward 

complainants. 

●       The Investigator includes many statements in which witnesses are editorializing 

rather than providing facts. Moreover, several of these statements are not backed up by 

fact, and they do not relate back to the allegations brought forward in the 

complaint.  Further, many of the supposed witness statements are not attributed to 

anyone, so it is impossible to know the context of the statement nor the number of 

individuals who made the comments. 

●       The Investigator uses ascribed inflammatory adjectives to my behavior at every 

possible opportunity, to the point of clearly biasing the report. 

●       The Investigator does not appropriately address the allegations of the complaints as 

follows: 

○       The Investigator does not even include the relevant and necessary language 

of Policies 329 and 1662 that indicate they are based on Title VII and Title IX. 

○       The Investigator does not state a clear finding of fact based on policy.  The 

Investigator does not confirm there was no harassment as required by Policies 

329 and 1662 although that is clearly the case; rather they report “around” the 

issue to ascribe as much negativity to me as possible. 
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○       The Investigator included quotes from me as remembered by 

complainants.  I corrected those quotes in the interview, but none of my 

corrections were included in the report.  

○       The Investigator incorrectly finds a hostile work environment, which is a 

construct of being in a Protected Class and subjected to mistreatment because of 

one’s membership in the Protected Class.  This is not legally possible. See 

SASD Policy 1662. 

○       The Investigator incorrectly identifies walking into offices as invasions of 

boundaries.  Behavior that constitutes boundary invasions are such things as 

invading personal space, touching, sexual innuendo, etc., not walking into a 

subordinate’s office to chat with them.  See SASD Policy 1662. 

○       The Investigator never addresses a finding for the two additional 

complaints.  Rather, these are presented intermittently throughout the report to 

show that individuals are upset or angry with me.  

○       The Investigator strays from facts to make singular, unsupported 

conclusions, going so far as to find that a complaint report from a staff member 

was credible merely because it was filed.  

○       The Investigator omits sections of my testimony that demonstrate that I have 

addressed issues when made aware of them.  

• The report characterizes me as engaging in boundary invasions when I sought 

complaints out when they were in their offices. I entered complainant’s office while they 

were on the phone a handful of times.  Most often when a complainant was on the 

phone, they would usher me into the office with a gesture.  When I stopped over, they 

would most often get up and open the door.  

As an example of the bias and the effort to spin every action on my part as a negative action, 

The Investigator criticizes the way I handled a complaint about services required to be provided 

to non-native English-speaking students, and students with Individual Education Programs 

(IEPs).  This complaint was delivered in paper format anonymously to my office.  It purported to 

be from a teacher, but there was no proof of that.  The allegations were of serious general 

deficiencies in both departments over time, but no specifics were provided.  I consulted with the 

District’s attorney regarding my obligations and options for addressing it. I followed the advice of 

the attorney and sent the anonymous complaint to all staff at the school asking for the 

complainant to come forward with more information that would allow me to move forward with 

addressing the complaint in an appropriate manner.  This action led to a complaint filed by a 

staff member (a year later) whose feelings were hurt, and further alleged that I did not respect 

staff, and that I considered board members “fools,” without providing any evidence on the part of 

the complainant to back up those claims.  As stated above, I would never refer to Board 

members as fools or in any other way denigrate them.  
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It should be noted that it is not the Board’s role to conduct an investigation. Rather, in order to 

determine whether an investigation should or could be commenced, I sent the email in an 

attempt to gather information to either support or negate the serious charges that our staff were 

not following federal laws when providing services to students. Had I turned a blind eye to the 

allegations, it could have exposed the District to liability for violating students’ rights under 

federal law.  

Because my reputation is at stake, and my credibility is called into question throughout The 

Investigator’s report, I would be remiss if I did not identify significant areas where complainants 

were derelict in their duties based on their positions as high-ranking administrators. Thus, I 

provide the following examples. 

●       Complainants knew or should have known the requirements of their human 

resources responsibilities and followed the procedures in Policy 110 whenever a 

concern or complaint was brought to their attention, including when it concerned 

something I allegedly said or did. 

●       Both complainants heard me ask them to leave so that I could have a nervous 

breakdown by myself. I have never made such a remark in my nearly 57 years on this 

earth.  By their own admission, they could see that I was under a great deal of stress the 

week of March 25.  In addition, at least one of them knew firsthand that I was taking 

medication for anxiety.  In their District roles, they did nothing and reported it to no one. 

Instead, they went to their office and double locked their doors, and/or went home early, 

then they filed a complaint against me. 

●       The report states that principals brought concerns to Directors.  Instead of abiding 

by Policy 110 and addressing issues and concerns, the complainants instead enabled 

principals to bring concerns to them (founded or unfounded) instead of using policy to 

problem-solve issues in a professional, productive manner.  

Much is made of what happened on March 25, and my intentions that day. In this instance, one 

perspective is taken as total truth, and the other perspective (mine) is taken as wholly 

“disingenuous” and “not credible.”  There are several problems with this approach that result in 

an inaccurate portrayal of the events as follows:  

I left that day to travel to LaCrosse.  It was not so unusual that I would do so.  In fact, 

one complainant states, “I knew I shouldn’t have parked there,” knowing that it would not 

be out of character for me to stop by and check in if I saw their car parked at SHS. At no 

time did I make any physical move toward anyone, nor did I make any comment that 

directly or indirectly addressed anyone’s physical being or security.  Yet, complainants 

express fear for their physical safety with no actions on my part to substantiate that 

fear.  At all times, I maintained a respectful distance from complainants and other 

administrators. I remained respectful in my speech to complainants, administrators, and 

staff at all times, although I grew inquisitive and was unclear as to the reason for their 
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meeting.  A simple, direct answer from any of them that they were processing a 

complaint about me would have dispelled the lack of clarity. 

According to the report, the initial reason for the meeting at SHS was an anonymous 

complaint allegedly emailed to a Board member. It was allegedly a third-party complaint 

that was emailed to “a Board member.”   We do not know which Board member received 

the complaint, nor have I seen the anonymous complaint.  In fact, the anonymous 

complaint was dropped in the discussion of events on March 25, never to be referred to 

again in the report.  If the anonymous complaint were so concerning, it should have 

been part of the investigation. Indeed, the anonymous complaint is certainly relevant to 

what happened that day and should be produced. 

When I arrived and asked to speak with the complainants regarding two matters I had 

pending with them, the Title IX CO stated “it would be best if you left” at least twice while 

I was in the office.  I told The Investigator this.  It was not included in the report. This is 

the only information I was provided as to why the individuals were meeting at SHS that 

day. 

The Investigator stated that my reasons for going to the high school on March 25 “lacked 

credibility;” yet, the complainants were not surprised when I arrived.  In short, I went out 

for the reasons I said I did.  I did not get to address all of the things I wanted to with the 

directors because when I went into the principal’s office, it was clear that something was 

very wrong. 

During the events of March 25, I did not hear the words “private meeting,” “confidential 

matter” or anything of that nature.  What I heard (and only the principal spoke) was “it 

would be best if you left.”  Yet in my interview, I was repeatedly asked about a person’s 

“right to a private meeting” and the urgency of a matter as it related to interrupting a 

private meeting.  I don’t know where the right to a private meeting came from (although it 

does appear in the complaints), or that I needed a specific level of urgency to check in 

for the weekend on a few work-related items.  The complainants knew what they were 

doing; I did not know what they were doing.  I believed my staff was meeting about work-

related business at work, on work time. How would I know this was a “private meeting” if 

no one told me that it was? 

The Investigator emphasizes the allegation that I put my key in a door lock, apparently 

as evidence of nefarious intent. To be clear, I did not put my key in any door lock while I 

was at SHS.  The Title IX Compliance Officer (CO) in charge of the complaint at the time 

had his hand on the door.  I did not make any physical contact with the CO nor invade 

their personal space. Two people were behind a windowless wooden door and had no 

knowledge about who, if anyone, put a key in the lock.   

According to the report the two individuals who are the Title IX Complaint Officers of 

record exchanged four phone calls on the morning of March 25.  Yet, neither of them 
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called the Board President until the afternoon. That hardly qualifies as “immediate” 

action as described in the report. 

I made phone calls in my car after going into the school the first time because I had no 

idea what was going on.  I am the superintendent charged with the operations of the 

district, yet no one would tell me what was going on. My best guesses were that it was a 

complaint regarding the termination meeting, or that the complainants were concerned 

about me based on the comment I made the previous day about having a “nervous 

breakdown.”  As evidenced by the email I sent to Board early on the 26th, I trusted my 

team and thought they were looking out for me. 

Even the email I sent to the Board and to the complainant and principal is viewed in a 

negative light by the Investigator.  By the morning of March 26, I knew that there had 

been a complaint filed against me (nothing more).  I did not know what opportunities I 

might have to communicate with board members before the situation went further, and I 

wanted them to know a few things:  1) that the WASB attorney was there for them, use 

them; and 2) they are in good hands with the complainants (who I did not know were 

complainants at the time) and the principal.  The Investigator indicates that I 

“inexplicably” sent the email to the three individuals referenced.  I sent it because they 

were referenced, and I wanted them to have all of the same information that I gave the 

Board.  I also wanted them to know that I trusted what they were doing.  What is totally 

“inexplicable” is The Investigator’s belief that, on March 26, I knew that the 2 directors 

were THE complainants, and that the principal was the person to whom they brought 

their complaints. 

In short, my actual behavior and the allegations do not align.  I did not act out of character by 

stopping by SHS to see my cabinet members before I left for the weekend, nor did I have 

nefarious intent. I did not use threatening language, nor make any physical motions that would 

have indicated that I posed a physical threat to anyone.   

Investigator’s Conclusion  

The Investigator’s conclusion merits a detailed response herein.  

 

First, she wrote: “This reporter has conducted many investigations into leadership over the last 

few decades. In such an investigation, there is often equivocation by some interviewees who do 

not see conduct in the same way as the complainant.  Here, strikingly, there was no such 

equivocation.” 

I had no say in the witnesses that were called. I presume complainants did.   The 

interviewees were three directors, two board members, four principals, two teachers, 

one secretary, and . Yet the leadership team is made up of 22 

people.  Only 8 of the 22 were interviewed. It is important to note that each of those 4 

principals interviewed are individuals about whom I had concerns regarding some aspect 

of their performance which I discussed with Directors.  
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Next she said, “Each person interviewed reported the same inappropriate, volatile and 

aggressive conduct, the same intimidation and shared fear and lack of trust of the 

Superintendent.” 

The Investigator reached the inflammatory conclusion that I engaged in conduct 

that was “persistently” “intimidating” and “violent,” which made coworkers fear for 

their “personal safety.” Those conclusions were leaps of illogical magnitude. I 

have no criminal record. I have never threatened anyone’s physical safety or 

physical being. I never threatened anyone’s employment. In fact, I regularly 

served as a positive reference for the very individuals who were complaining to 

have been physically fearful of me.  

Finally, “The Director complainants and several other administrators volunteered to this reporter 

that they could no longer work with the Superintendent, indicating that if she remained in place, 

they would leave SASD.” 

At least two directors and two principals had actively sought other positions prior 

to this complaint being filed, of which I was aware.  I wrote very positive letters of 

recommendation for several of them.  

CONCLUSION  

Former Board Member  often referred to the superintendent as the “captain of the 

ship.”  In order to effectively steer the ship in a straight and true course, the captain must have 

all of the information.  Most of the comments I read in the report were comments that were 

never made to me.  Directors and principals talking among themselves and identifying potential 

issues with my approach and style, yet never bringing them to my attention, does not allow for 

resolution.  In fact, suppressing such information only allows dissatisfaction and tension to 

increase unfettered.   

There is no question that complainants and other witnesses summoned by complainants didn’t 

like or agree with some decisions I made or some of the ways I engaged them.  That does not 

mean that the behavior constitutes harassment.  The draft report from The Investigator very 

dangerously proposes a precedent for the District that complainants’ subjective feelings 

constitute harassment, bullying, intimidation, dereliction of duties, and/or physical harm against 

another.  If that is the precedent that the District wishes to create, there is no limit to the 

violations that would result, and potential liability for the District that they would create.  Perhaps 

even more troubling for the District is that the same lack of definition would apply to student 

discipline. Any SASD employee who attempts to discipline a student will risk engaging in 

“physically threatening conduct” if that student “feels” that their personal safety is at risk. That is 

the standard that is set by the report.  

At the end of the day, the Board of Education has one employee: the 

superintendent.  Communications that use backchannels to go around the superintendent 

without directly addressing potential issues makes unsolvable problems out of solvable 
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ones.  As is clearly reflected in this report, it is reasonable to conclude that such 

communications were occurring with directors, principals, and perhaps even Board members.  

As an employee of the Sparta Area School District, I am entitled to the same due process, 

fairness, compassion, and empathy as any other employee in the District.  I am entitled to be 

made aware of any failing in the execution of my duties and an opportunity to correct them.  The 

portrayal of my character and my behavior has been extrapolated to an alarming degree based 

on worst-case scenarios for which there is no evidence nor reason.  I have worked hard to earn 

the experience and credentials to do the work I do.  Leading the Sparta Area School District 

through COVID, political division, and potential (now real) budget reductions has tested the 

patience and resolve of us all.   

 




