
 

 

The Brown Deer School Board is considering a revision in their handling of public comments.  For many 

years, people in attendance could give their viewpoint on a specific agenda item as it came up during the 

meeting.  This changed several years ago when the board relegated all public comments only to the very 

beginning of their meeting.  In a recent BDNOW article (see our website for the link), several board 

members gave their views on this topic:    

• President Dennis Griffin: "We want to accommodate the public."  "I think it's important to allow people 

to have input - not debate, but input." 

• Kevin Wisth: "This is a village of 4.4 square miles; word spreads fast."  "If you want to keep the 

community involved, you've got to let them be involved."  "I'm concerned about all the negativity, and I 

strongly believe some of that negativity will start to dwindle away if people are heard."  "If people want 

to yell at me, let them yell at me." 

• Dennis Lowder: "It's important to (allow public participation) in an orderly and systematic way."  "We've 

had gatherings before (at regular board meetings) where emotions were charged up, and things became 

very uncomfortable." 

• Kathy Stressman said she believed residents desiring to comment on a specific agenda item should be 

encouraged to attend one of the three committee meetings, when issues are hashed over in greater detail 

before going to the board for a final vote. 

As someone who has attended several of these meetings, I can see how both sides are right.  Often there are 

lengthy award ceremonies at the beginning of the meeting, followed by numerous people voicing their 

opinion on a wide variety of topics, many of which are not agenda items.  Groups with a specific agenda may 

parade out numerous “voices” to reiterate the same viewpoint.  This creates an “exhausting redundancy.”  

The result is a lengthy and tiresome meeting, which we believe has diminished attendance and participation 

from the citizens of Brown Deer.  

While we encourage participation by everyone, there are some practical limits.  Is there a perfect solution? 

Probably not, but we feel there are effective changes that can be made. Many of the “hot-button” items have 

been resolved.  Runaway spending and taxes have been reined in, critical maintenance items budgeted, and 

student performance and behavior problems acknowledged and being addressed.  This is not to say that other 

divisive topics won’t occur in the future, but we feel that now is the time to open the meetings up for further 

comment.  So how do you do it?  We have never been in favor of squashing public opinion, but there needs 

to be some restrictions so more voices can be heard.  Do any of these ideas make sense? 

• People must come prepared – no “off-the-cuff comments” – these tend to ramble on and become 

ineffective.   

• Have a strict time limit, with no exceptions.  Why are some allowed to speak longer than others?  Make it 

the same for everyone – two minutes should be sufficient if you’re prepared. 

• Allow a brief statement prior to the start of the agenda items.  This statement can relate to general school 

business, agenda item or not. 

• On agenda items, you get to speak once.  No rebuttals.  This diminishes the level of debate, which should 

be handled at the committee level.  The need to rebut says that your initial statement was unclear, not 

specific, or incomplete.   

• Any statement must add something to the discussion.  Give the President the power interrupt and ask, 

“Do you have something new to add?”  If they do, allow them to proceed, if not, cut them off. 

Comment Sense 



• If the comments get derogatory to a group or individual, or to a previous comment – that is non-

productive and their time should be ended immediately. 

• Encourage (demand if need be), that organizations, departments, or members of a specific grade or class 

appoint a spokesman to relay their statement.  This will also encourage them to prepare, be concise, and 

avoid repetitive comments.  This is something BDCRG as a group has tried to adhere to.  One spokesman 

only, or one spokesman per topic. 

We encourage the board to open up public comments for agenda items, and we encourage them to develop a 

strict set of guidelines that allows them to be as productive as possible.  If the rules are known and equitably 

enforced, no one should feel like their voice hasn’t been heard.  BDCRG would also like to encourage all 

citizens to attend and participate in the education of our children.  Please attend the committee hearings to 

get your ideas out for debate.  By the time decisions reach the board for a vote – it’s too late.  If you want to 

have a real effect – get involved early in the process. 


