
Sioux Falls is facing two looming school issues: 

• High schools who are at or exceed building capacity  

• Schools at the city’s core, such as Whittier Middle School and Cleveland 

Elementary, in need of significant upgrades 

These issues are not exactly breaking news.  The Argus Leader has covered it.  Jodi 

Schwan wrote about it as a core issue for our city’s leaders before the spring elections.  

Paul Tenhaken campaigned at Whittier and quoted Schwan’s article. 

The Sioux Falls School District has a task force deciding what to do with those buildings 

at capacity.  The district also recognizes the opportunities and challenges with the aging 

Cleveland and Whittier buildings among others.  The work of people smarter than I will 

decide on on the best plan for students, parents, taxpayers, and stakeholders.   

The stakeholders connected to a public school district are obvious: businesses, 

community leaders, non-profit organizations, taxpayers.  In addition to these important 

stakeholders, Sioux Falls community leaders can tap into local churches as another 

stakeholder who can provide unique assistance to Sioux Falls’ Public Schools.  

There’s two ways churches can get involved.  First, churches are able to, in the words 

of Superintended Maher, “(take) on a quasi-PTO role to support what goes on in the 

building.”  Several churches, including Hillcrest Church where I work, have entered into 

a business partnership with a public school.  For Hillcrest, we partner with Cleveland 

Elementary.  As their business partner, this school year we have 

• Catered a back to school meal for Cleveland’s staff 

• Made meals for fall and spring conferences 

• Wrote encouragement cards to Cleveland’s staff in the fall and spring including 

gift cards to HyVee and Target 

• Purchased items for several teachers’ DonorsChoose.org wishlists 

• Donated school supplies, hand sanitizer, Kleenex boxes, and winter clothing 

• Provided volunteers who provide assistance to classroom teachers or mentor 

through Lutheran Social Services’ School-based mentoring program 

We love serving Cleveland.  Partnering with a public school allows Hillcrest to go 

outside of its own facility and serve a school without expecting anything in return.  It 

provides a tangible opportunity for us to serve our community and neighbors.  While 

several other churches have begun their own partnerships with public schools, several 

more are needed.   

The second opportunity for churches to get involved is to emphasize equity throughout 

the Sioux Falls School District.  In March, at the first of three community engagement 

sessions on school crowding issues, equity was a central theme.  The public in 

attendance at the meeting urged school leaders to make sure new buildings don’t 

create schools of “haves” and “have-nots”.  These community engagement sessions 



were not about changing boundaries; those decisions will certainly come later.  And 

when those decisions do come, churches- those who attend them- will have the 

opportunity to speak for equity.  To speak for those whose voice is not as loud.  To 

speak for the ideal that regardless of the public school you attend in Sioux Falls, you 

have the same opportunity and access to a great education.  That whether you attend a 

school in the city’s core, a specialty school, or a neighborhood school, you have the 

same access, facility, and learning environment.   

Sioux Falls is a great community full of promise and opportunity.  The decisions facing 

our school district and community have the potential to keep us headed in the right 

direction or splinter us into factions arguing what’s best for me rather than what’s best 

for us.  Churches can lead on both fronts as a service to our great city.      

 

 


