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By Riley Vetterkind
The Wisconsin State Journal (TNS)

MADISON — A bill meant 
to alleviate teacher shortages 
in Wisconsin schools comes 
with a proposal to raise the 
minimum retirement age for 
participants in the Wisconsin 
Retirement System by nearly 
five years, a pill that may be too 
hard to swallow for some public 
employees.

The bill by Sen. Duey Stroeb-
el, R-Saukville, and Rep. Mary 
Felzkowski, R-Irma, would 
allow retired teachers or other 
former employees participating 
in the Wisconsin Retirement 
System to be rehired and work 
full time for a WRS employer 
for up to three years and still 
collect their pension payments.

But the bill comes with a 
catch that its authors argue 
would account for the change 
and ensure the continued 
integrity of the Wisconsin 
Retirement System: Raising 

the minimum retirement age at 
which a participant may begin 
collecting benefits from 55 to 
59½. The change would only 
affect employees younger than 
40 at the time the bill becomes 
law, and would also exclude 
protective service occupations, 
such as police officers and fire-
fighters.

The Wisconsin Retirement 
System provides retirement, 
disability and death benefits to 
all state employees and most 
local government employees in 
Wisconsin.

Felzkowski and Stroebel say 
the bill would make it easier for 
retired teachers to fill work-
force shortages in local school 
districts in order to meet the 
needs of students. Since 2009-
10, the number of Wisconsin 
teachers has declined by 1,338, 
or 2.2%, while the number of 
public school students over 
the same time frame decreased 
by 2,269, or 0.5%, according to 
the Wisconsin Association of 
School Boards.

“While I think the teach-
er shortage has pushed our 
districts toward really creative 
solutions, we are reaching a 
tipping point where even these 
innovations will not be able to 

shield a district from feeling the 
effects of these shortages down 
the road,” Felzkowski said. “One 
of the best resources to address 
this issue is at our fingertips — 
retired educators.”

Changes to prevent so-called 
“double-dipping” in the 2013 
state budget prohibited col-
lecting a WRS pension if the 
employee worked more than 
two-thirds of full-time hours at 
a WRS participating employer.

The bill, which received a 
public hearing in Assembly and 
Senate committees Wednes-
day, received largely negative 
input from public employee 
unions and most education 
organizations. The Wisconsin 
Association of School Boards 
and Washington County are the 
only groups that have regis-
tered in support of the bill, 
which is supported by several 
Republicans and just one Dem-
ocrat, Rep. LaKeshia Myers, 
D-Milwaukee.

Peggy Wirtz-Olsen, vice 
president of the Wisconsin 
Education Association Council, 
which represents public edu-
cation employees, criticized 
the bill authors’ decision to 
exempt protective service em-
ployees — a male-dominated 
profession — while raising the 
minimum retirement age for 
the primarily female teaching 
workforce.

While Wirtz-Olsen said hiring 
retired teachers is one way to 
address the teacher shortage, 
it’s only a short-term solution. 
She said the bill’s proposal to 
raise the minimum retirement 
age isn’t necessary and devalues 
educators.

Bill would raise retirement age for some public workers
Change from  

55 to 59½  
aimed at easing  
teacher shortage

Wisconsin State Capitol in 
Madison

By Ryan Patterson
Leader-Telegram Staff

Mina Pillsbury looked forward to apply-
ing for a counselor position at the UW-
Stout Science, Technology and Engi-

neering Preview Summer for Girls camp.
Pillsbury, a high school 

freshman in Oshkosh who plans 
to study forensic science in 
college, attended the five-day 
camp in 2017 and enjoyed the 
mix of recreational activities 
and unique learning opportu-
nities.

This year marked the first time 
she qualified to work as a junior 
counselor and assist campers, 
but Pillsbury and many girls 
like her will have to wait at least 
one year for that chance. The 
STEPS camp was canceled this 
year after a complaint filed in 

2019 through the Office of Civil 
Rights regarding the single-sex 
nature of the camp.

The program started host-
ing annual camps in 1997 and 
encourages middle-schoolers to 
learn about science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics at 
the UW-Stout campus. It hosted 
four separate groups of girls for 
five days at a time the summer 
before their seventh grade and 
provided hands-on activities 
taught by professors and indus-
try professionals.

Sadness and shock
Alumni, families disappointed about 2020 girls camp cancellation

Contributed photos

A visit to the campus foundry was part of the UW-Stout STEPS for Girls camp in 2014. The program has been put on hiatus for at 
least this summer after a complaint was filed through the Office of Civil Rights regarding the single-sex nature of the camp.

The UW-Stout STEPS for Girls camp teaches girls entering seventh 
grade about careers and opportunities in science, technology, engi-
neering and math.

GENEVA (AP) — The 
World Health Organiza-
tion declared the outbreak 
sparked by a new virus in 
China that has spread to 
more than a dozen coun-
tries as a global emer-
gency Thursday after the 
number of cases spiked 
more than tenfold in a 
week.

The U.N. health agency 
defines an international 
emergency as an “ex-
traordinary event” that 
constitutes a risk to other 
countries and requires a 
coordinated international 
response.

China first informed 
WHO about cases of the 
new virus in late Decem-
ber. To date, China has 
reported more than 7,800 
cases including 170 deaths. 
Eighteen other countries 
have since reported cases, 
as scientists race to un-
derstand how exactly the 
virus is spreading and how 
severe it is.

Experts say there is sig-
nificant evidence the virus 
is spreading among people 
in China and have noted 
with concern instances 
in other countries — in-
cluding the United States, 
France, Japan, Germany, 
Canada, South Korea and 
Vietnam — where there 
have also been isolated 
cases of human-to-human 
transmission.

Global 
emergency 
declared 
over virus

Number of 
infected people 

spikes more 
than tenfold
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