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PPS�one�of�Best�Communities�for�Music�Education�for�fifth�year
Platteville�High�School�teacher�Kevin�Cooley�conducts�the�Jazz�Band�during�Jazz�Night�in�February.�

u

The first state champs

The�winner�of�the�first�Wisconsin�Civics�Games�was�Platteville�High�School�—�(from�left)�PHS�teacher�Garrett�Jones,�Jacob�Sherer,�Spencer�Olds,�Alex�Sonsalla�and�
Liam�Reinicke�—�with�state�Rep.�Travis�Tranel,�who�posed�questions�to�the�participants.� Photo�by�Mike�Olds

PHS wins first 
Civics Games
by Steve Prestegard
editor@theplattevillejournal.com

MADISON — The first Wisconsin 
Civics Games in the State Capitol in 

Madison Friday turned out to have 
many similarities to a sporting event.

There was an early loss and re-
quired comeback to advance. There 
was strategy, some of which paid off, 
some of which backfired on a team. 

And of course there was an over-
all winner.

Platteville High School’s team 

— seniors Liam Reinicke, Spencer 
Olds and Alex Sonsolla and junior 
Jacob Sherer — won the first Civics 
Games with a 9–7 win over Northland 
Pines in the semifinal and a 6–3 win 
over Muskego in the championship.

The championship earned the four 
$2,000 scholarships to a Wisconsin col-
lege from the Wisconsin Newspaper 

Association Foundation, which put 
on the event, and the answer to the 
future trivia question of who won the 
first Civics Games.

“It was crazy,” said Sonsalla. “I 
wasn’t expecting this at all. I felt we 
could do the best we can and help out 
the next group. To be the winner of 
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the first state championship 
is crazy.”

Those responsible for the 
win deflected the credit for 
the win.

“We have a great history 
department, and that re-
ally got me interested,” said 
Sonsalla of teachers Garrett 
Jones, Brandon Pink and Ja-
cob Crase.

“I can’t really take any 
credit for the win other than 
opening my inbox,” said 
Jones. “It’s exciting. I can’t 
say it’s totally unexpected — 
they are very interested and 
politically cued-in kids.”

“The real key to our success 
was a lot of teams had one kid 
that answered about 90 per-
cent of the questions, but we 
had depth and we had four 
who could answer questions,” 
said Sherer.

The four were selected from 
16 PHS students who partici-
pated in a schoolwide Civics 
Games. All 16 signed up be-
fore the WNA announced the 
$2,000 scholarships to the 
state winners.

“These opportunities that 
come up are really about the 
individual kids and taking 
advantage of the opportu-
nities that they have,” said 
PHS principal Tim Engh. 
“We have kids that stand out 
eveyr year. You can be a great 
school, but if you don’t have 
great kids and great commu-
nities, it’s not going to work 
out.”

Platteville won the UW–
Platteville regional Feb. 2 to 
advance to state, along with 
regional runner-up Cass-
ville. The finals were resched-
uled from Feb. 23 due to bad 
weather.

The Civics Games covered 
what Sonsalla called “ba-
sic knowledge that every-
one should know” and what 

Sherer called “basic civic 
knowledge.”

One question was about the 
tallest building in Madison 
— the building in which the 
competition took place, the 
State Capitol. Another ques-
tion asked about people who 
were both governors and U.S. 
senators — “Fighting Bob” La 
Follette and Gaylord Nelson.

“There was a lot of strategy 
that developed that we got 
a little of from the regional 
competition,” said Jones, the 
“high-risk high-reward” move 
of hitting the bell quickly and 
trying to figure out what the 
question was to be able to an-
swer it. “Our guys were really 
good about holding off until 
they heard [enough] — they 
had the right balance … speed 
and the confidence of knowing 
what the question was. and 
knowing their answers.”

State Rep. Travis Tranel 
(R–Cuba City) asked the 
questions. Tranel also as-
sisted his constituents by 
sending them copies of the 
Wisconsin Blue Book, which 
contains nearly every piece of 
information that exists about 
state and local government.

After the first round started 
with a 12–6 loss to Madison 
Memorial, Olds said, “I went 
in with low expectations after 
the first round.”

“After that first round, we 
thought it was going to be a 
long day,” said Sherer.

The team rebounded from 
the worst loss of the first 
round to the biggest win of the 
first round, 16–2 over Black 
River Falls. 

“We kind of walked away 
with that one,” said Sonsalla.

“It was Liam’s house up 
there,” said Sherer. “He an-
swered it over and over and 
over.”

The team won one question 
See GAMES page 8A u

‘We have a great history 
department, and that 
really got me interested.’
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by answering the question 
with a definition — erasing 
a person’s criminal record — 
instead of the correct word, 
expungement.

“They accepted it previously, 
and my mom spoke up, so they 
accepted it,” said Sherer.

That created a three-way tie 
for first, and gave Platteville 
the third seed and a semifi-
nal matchup with second-seed 
Northland Pines, while Me-
morial, which blew through 
the preliminary round like 
the 2015 Kentucky men’s bas-
ketball team blew through the 
NCAA tournament to the Fi-
nal Four, got the number one 
seed and a semifinal matchup 
with Muskego.

The 2015 Wildcats and 2019 
Spartans had one thing in com-
mon — they both lost in the 
semifinals. Platteville, mean-
while, squeaked past North-
land Pines to win the semifinal.

“We were waiting to go into 
the room, and Muskego told 
us they won,” said Sherer. 
“And we were shocked, and 
then we thought Muskego 
must be the real deal.”

Sonsalla said Northland 
Pines had “one really good girl, 
but Liam and we pulled it back 
at the end, just held them off.”

The competition was shown 
live on WisconsinEye, and was 
watched in several PHS class-
rooms, including the final.

Sonsalla said a Muskego 
competitor would ring fast 
and then take up to 30 sec-
onds to answer the question. 

“We pulled ahead and they 
came back, and then we got 
ahead and won,” said Sonsalla, 
who compared the pressure of 
the final to an FFA parliamen-
tary procedure competition.

“We got up pretty early, but 
we thought they would catch 
up, but we managed to hold on, 
which is pretty cool,” said Olds.

Sherer said the clinch-
ing question was what food 
was legalized in Wisconsin 
in 1967.

“When the kid from Muskego 
guessed Spam, we knew they 
couldn’t get past us,” he said.

The correct answer: Col-
ored margarine.

Jones credited the team’s be-
ing able to supplant the gap be-
tween the political knowledge of 
their own generation and the 
political knowledge of their par-
ents’ generation — where our 
kids’ political interest turned 
into knowledge and points.”

Sherer is the only non-se-
nior on the team, but he said, 
“I think there’s some good po-
tential for next year.”

“My mom always called me 
a little politician,” said Son-
salla, who will attend UW–
Platteville in mechanical en-
gineering but is interested in 
running for office someday. 
His grandfather is a Darling-
ton alderman.

Reinicke plans to study po-
litical science and history in 
college.

“I wouldn’t mind getting 
involved in political groups,” 
said Olds, who plans to study 
nursing in college.

Future candidates for office?
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