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By Benjamin Pierce

bpierce@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE
As parents in the Janesville School Dis-

trict weigh how to send their children back 
to school this fall, teachers are also prepar-
ing for an academic year unlike any other.

Some teachers are worried about a 
number of unknowns surrounding their 

return to work, Janesville Education Asso-

ciation President Dave Groth said.

“They’re concerned about safety,” he 

said.

“I think we (teachers) mirror the com-

munity. I think some of the teachers are 

just very afraid they’re going to catch it or 

their kids will catch it,” he said. “Others 

are not as afraid, but I think we all under-

stand that when you put that many people 

together, that’s going to be really hard to 

keep everyone safe if the disease is prev-

alent in the community. So we’re going to 

have to work really hard.”

A lot to think about

Groth said he speaks with Superin-

tendent Steve Pophal regularly about the 

By Bram Sable-Smith

Wisconsin Watch

In the earliest days of the corona-

virus pandemic, a shortage of testing  

supplies and staff at laboratories left 

Wisconsin and other states struggling 

to quickly identify infections and isolate 

contagious people.

Four months after Gov. Tony Evers 

declared the outbreak a public health 

emergency, the state has dramati-

cally expanded its testing capacity. But 

experts say too few Wisconsinites are 

showing up—potentially thwarting 

efforts to neutralize a virus that killed 

at least 844 people in the state as of Sun-

day.

Wisconsin has 83 labs that can per-

form more than 24,000 total tests each 

day, according to data that public, pri-

vate and commercial labs voluntarily 

report to the state Department of Health 

Services. That is about seven times the 

capacity reported April 1. Twenty-four 

additional labs are “planning to test.”

But Wisconsin typically uses less 

than half of its reported capacity. DHS 

reports a 7-day average of roughly 11,700 

test results per day, although that num-

ber topped 13,000 on Tuesday, Wednes-

day and Thursday.

Even Wisconsin’s June 3 record of 

16,933 test results sits below the 19,000 

needed to pursue a strategy to prevent 

spreading—or the 70,000 needed to 

suppress the outbreak, according to a 

Harvard Global Health Institute analy-

sis conducted last month for NPR.

Wisconsin was among 32 states fall-

ing short of the mitigation criteria, 

Unknown variablesTesting  
capacity  

underused, 
experts say

By Jonah Beleckis

jbeleckis@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE

For Rachel Kravitz, the word 

“closure” doesn’t fully capture 

what her group of search-and-

rescue dogs does for grieving 

families.

The volunteer nonprofit 

group Wisconsin K9 SOS 

responds for free across the 

state and sometimes to sur-

rounding states and, among 

other things, helps authorities 

search for living or dead peo-

ple.

The group has worked in 

the Janesville 

area on two 

recent cases: 

the searches 

for the bod-

ies of Madi-

son Billups, 9, 

and Johnny D. 

Hood.

“What we 

do when we 

return a family member back to 

their loved ones is allow them 

to move on to the next part of 

their grieving and recovery 

from their loss,” Kravitz, the 

group’s president, said in a 
phone interview. “And we find 
it a great honor to be able to do 
that for families.”

Kravitz said they respond 
to a lot of drownings this time 
of year, as the dogs are able 
to smell for bodies in water 
as well as under ice in colder 
seasons. The group also helps 
find people with dementia or 
autism who go missing.

She said the group has about 
a dozen dogs and 14 members 
across the state.

K9 SOS trains its own dogs, 
she said. When consulting 
with outside experts, members 

Volunteer group’s trained dogs enlisted in recent Janesville searches

Neil Johnson/njohnson@gazettextra.com
Authorities ferry a cadaver-sniffing dog to the site of the search for 9-year-old  
Madison Billups on the Rock River on June 26. Billups’ body was found a few days 
later.

Kravitz

Nonprofit dispatches 
search teams for free
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Wisconsin labs say they 
could process up to 24,000 

coronavirus tests daily

Janesville teacher union president explains members’ reopening concerns

By Benjamin Pierce

bpierce@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE

Blackhawk Technical Col-

lege is expecting a 10% drop 

in enrollment for the 2020-21 

school year but a bump in the 

years afterward as the corona-

virus continues to hobble the 

job market and economy.

When the Great Recession 

hit the U.S. and the General 

Motors assembly plant ended 

production in the late 2000s, 

the college saw a large influx 

of newly unemployed students 

looking for new careers.

College President Tracy 

Pierner isn’t expecting a sim-

ilar enrollment boom with 

COVID-19.

“Generally speaking for 

technical colleges, enrollment 

patterns exactly match unem-

ployment rates,” he said. “As 

unemployment goes up, our 

enrollment goes up. We serve a 

broader spectrum of students; 

therefore, people look to us for 

retraining to get back into the 

workforce when unemploy-

ment hits.”

Unemployment has risen 

during the pandemic, but 

the virus has caused uncer-

tainty about health and safety. 

BTC’s enrollment is expected 

to drop this year but then rise 

about 10% higher than a typical 

State 
of flux

Anthony Wahl/awahl@gazettextra.com
Blackhawk Technical College student Madison Schultz, right and pictured below, works on her computer 
near the end of class Thursday at the school.

Pandemic blurs 
Blackhawk Tech’s 

enrollment picture
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Help on the way?
GOP congressional leaders 

expected to meet with 

President Donald Trump 

today to discuss the next 

round of coronavirus relief. 

Page 8B

What we know
Humankind has learned 

much since December 

about the virus that 

causes COVID-19, but 

uncertainties remain. 

Page 5A

Clock is ticking
Time is running short for 

the decision-makers who 

are tasked with figuring 

out whether high school 

sports should proceed in 

the fall. Page 1B
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