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WASBO: Who we are and what we do

Mission

To provide professional development, foster a 

network of support, and advocate for funding 
that ensures outstanding educational 

opportunities for all children in Wisconsin

We carry out the advocacy part of our mission 

through nonpartisan, fact-based research, 

analysis, and outreach



Total operating questions for 2024: 148

131 school districts | 65% passed

far exceeds previous record of 92 in 2022

$1.43 billion requested |$1.09 billion approved 

Sources: Knapp, Dale (2023) K-12 on the Ballot: Using referenda to fund public schools. Forward Analytics; DPI: Spring Referenda 2024; Fall Referenda 2024

Setting the 
stage:

Why are so 
many school 
districts going 
to referendum?

“Is it good public policy to fund a 

significant portion of school revenues by 

referendum? It is unlikely that the creators of the 

revenue limit law anticipated such widespread use of the 

referendum option.” 

Forward Analytics

More than 82% of school districts in the 

state have called for a referendum since 

revenue limits were established in1994

https://www.forward-analytics.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/school-referenda-final-report.pdf
https://www.forward-analytics.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/school-referenda-final-report.pdf
https://www.forward-analytics.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/school-referenda-final-report.pdf
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Hh8T_5sTqf4WX0aIrUVXzrotvKKl3iyJbFy9n2EbbpI/edit?gid=1997538076#gid=1997538076
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1BfveEXlp6k67z27J2-5ujnGNARqMAgC9pHM670gTIPU/edit?gid=1997538076#gid=1997538076
https://www.forward-analytics.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/school-referenda-final-report.pdf
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They “why” of school finance: Students
Where are Wisconsin students and how are they doing?



Public school student demographics (2024-25)
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Source:  DPI 2023-24 Enrollment Certified file
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793,626

126,355

31,094

12,255

District schools

Private schools
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Enrollment by school type (2024-25)

(3%)

(82%)
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Sources:  DPI 2024-25 Enrollment Certified files;  2024-25 Homebased trends; 2024-25 Private school choice programs (MPCP, RPCP, WPCP) & SNSP Summary. DPI

58,623 use choice 

voucher (46.4%)



School districts 
by locale:

Source:  University of Wisconsin-Madison Applied Population Laboratory

School Districts (2022) Enrollment (2022-23)

City  Suburb  Town  Rural



How are our kids doing?
91% high school graduation rate (2023-24)

2024 NAEP: Wisconsin students rank at or above national average:

• 2nd in nation in 8th grade math (37% proficient)

• On par with national average: 4th grade math (42%); 4th and 8th 
grade reading (31%)

Among states with largest black-white achievement gaps in 
nation in math and reading

Chronic absenteeism rate falling but still higher than before 
pandemic: 17.7% of students missed more than 10% of school 
days in 2023-24 (12.9% in 2019-20)

Sources:  DPI WISEdash; NAEP

Forward Exam: ~50% of all students score at grade-level 
expectations in math and reading – much lower for certain groups

https://wisedash.dpi.wi.gov/Dashboard/dashboard/22275
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile?chort=2&sub=RED&sj=WI&sfj=NP&st=MN&year=2024R3&sscv=MN&sscvsd=desc


How school funding works
Key mechanics of Wisconsin school finance policy



Education is a state and 
local partnership – but 
funding control lies largely 
with state

Backbone of school finance 
in Wisconsin: 

Revenue limit

State policy limits how much 

money school districts get 

from general state aid and 

property taxes combined

Vast majority of school funding 
comes from the revenue limit

[Revenue limit] – [General aid] = Property taxes



Equalization aid

Main state portion of the revenue limit

Provided through formula based on 

property wealth per pupil (in district)
Equalization aid is not based 

on:

- Student need

- Cost of education in a 

given district

- Income-level of students’ 

families

Impact: Cuts property taxes – Does 

NOT increase revenues for schools

Source:  Legislative Fiscal Bureau (January 2023) Informational paper #28: State aid to school districts

Purpose: Equalize fiscal capacity of 

school districts

Equalization aid is different 

for every district – based on:

- Property wealth

- Aidable costs (spending)

- Membership (enrollment)

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/informational_papers/january_2023/0028_state_aid_to_school_districts_informational_paper_28.pdf


Revenue limit: 
A brief history

Enacted in 1993-94

Locks districts into relative spending 

levels from 30 years ago

Each district has a different limit – with 
highest limit more than double lowest 

Arbitrary: Not tied to student need or 

costs to schools

How much has changed in school districts 

in 30 years?

Source:  Association for Equity in Funding



2025-26 Estimated Revenue Limit Per Pupil 

(before exemptions) – Selected districts

Statewide, 
revenue limits 
range from 

about $11,000 
to $26,000

Source: DPI, WASBO calculations
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Since then, resources for schools have fallen behind 

basic operating costs

Revenue limits - Originally intended to limit property 

taxes

Indexed to inflation until 2009-10

One of last resorts for schools: 

Ask voters to raise limit through referendum – a 

growing practice statewide but not feasible for all 

districts

Referendums allowed as last vestige of local control 

on school funding - relief valve

Revenue limit and operating referendums  



Two types of referendum ballot questions

Issue debt (Capital/Facilities)

Operating: Enlarges revenue 

limit authority

➢ Nonrecurring - Temporary

➢ Recurring - Permanent



Revenue limits have been 

around for 30 years….

Why is it such a major 

area of concern now?

Two main reasons:

➢ They have not been allowed to keep 

pace with inflation

➢ Demographic forces have been (and 

will continue) shrinking enrollment



Categorical aids

Not subject to the revenue 

limit (provides additional 

resources to districts)

Per pupil aid (began 2012-13)

- Functions like revenue limit but 

provides flat per pupil general 

spending authority

- Helps higher property wealth districts 

(which benefit less from revenue 

limit/equalization aid increases)

Source:  Legislative Fiscal Bureau (January 2023) Informational paper #28: State aid to school districts

Two largest categorical aids: 

- Per pupil aid

- Special education aid

Special education aid

- Reimburses for a portion of mandated 

special education costs

- 2024-25: 30.6%

- Remainder comes out of district’s 

general fund (capped by revenue limit)

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/informational_papers/january_2023/0028_state_aid_to_school_districts_informational_paper_28.pdf


Higher special education 
aid rate is win-win-win

✓Ensures more robust supports 

for students with disabilities

✓Preserves resources for core 

educational program (could 

mitigate need for special ed 

services)

✓Lowers district dependence on 

operating referendums



Two ways state 
budget funds 

categorical aids

Sum certain

- A specific amount that cannot be exceeded 

(except by legislative action)

- Example: Current special education 

categorical aids – a reimbursement level 

cannot be guaranteed because costs are 

unknown, but the dollars available are set 

Sum sufficient 

- Unlimited – allows spending at whatever 

amounts are needed to fund a program

- Examples: Per pupil categorical aids, 

voucher programs



The 2025-27 state budget

Key provisions and their impacts on public schools



Revenue limit

▪ Revenue limit will go up by $325 per pupil in both 

years 

▪ Note: Governor’s request: $334/$345 – aimed at 

adjusting last year’s revenue  limit to current 

inflation rates

Source: DPI (July 2025) Summary of Act 15 2025-27 State Biennial Budget; Employment cost index (June 2025) BLS News Release; 2025-26 Revenue Limit Worksheet (July 1, 2025) DPI; WASBO calculations 

Key implications: 

▪ Increase in revenue limit per pupil 

remains below inflation for 17th and 

18th year in a row (represents 2.64% 

increase on average across all 

districts)

▪ Far below estimated increase in total 

compensation for workers in K-12 

public schools: 3.6% over past year

▪ Wide range in estimated revenue limits 

per pupil in 2025-26 (before any 

exemptions)

▪ Lowest: $11,037

▪ Highest: $26,363

▪ Average: $12,443

▪ Median: $11,751

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/eci.pdf


How does $325 
compare to inflation? 

CPI of 2.95% is down from 

dramatic spike in 2023, still 

historically high 

➢ $325 revenue limit/pupil 

estimated as1.2% to 

2.9% increase for 

school districts (average is 

2.64%) 

➢ $325 is lower than 

CPI for every single 

district

CPI-U for July 1 collective bargaining agreements 

(ceiling for base wage increases)

Sources: DOR/WERC CPI-U rates; Stellmacher, John  (August 12, 2025) Email CPI update and projection model;  2025-26 Revenue Limit Worksheet (July 1, 2025) DPI; WASBO calculations
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http://werc.wi.gov/doaroot/cpi-u_chart.htm
http://werc.wi.gov/doaroot/cpi-u_chart.htm
http://werc.wi.gov/doaroot/cpi-u_chart.htm


Cumulative annual adjustments in general school district 
revenues per pupil lag inflation by nearly $3,600 since 2009

Source: Kava, Russ (September 12, 2025) Legislative Fiscal Bureau Memo re: Revenue Limit Per Pupil Adjustment Indexed to Inflation; WASBO Calculations
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Implication: 
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in 2008-09
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Key implications

▪ Entire $325 per pupil revenue limit increase will be 

borne by property taxpayers

▪ Estimated impacts for 2025-26 over prior year based 

on July 1 aid estimates: 

▪ 32.1% (135 districts) to receive more general aid

▪ 65.8% (277 districts) to receive less general aid 

▪ 86 districts estimated to see 15% less general aid 

– the maximum allowable under hold harmless law

▪ Prior year, this applied to only 64 districts!

Equalization aid | 
School levy tax credit

NO INCREASE in equalization aid

▪ Governor’s request: $1.19 

billion

NO INCREASE in School Levy Tax Credit

Source: DPI (July 2025) Summary of Act 15 2025-27 State Biennial Budget; Informational Paper 30: State aid to school districts (January 2025) Legislative Fiscal Bureau

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/informational_papers/january_2025/0030_state_aid_to_school_districts_informational_paper_30.pdf
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Equalization aid | 
School levy tax 
credit

NO INCREASE in equalization aid

▪ Governor’s request: $1.19 

billion

Source: DPI (July 2025) Summary of Act 15 2025-27 State Biennial Budget; Informational Paper 30: State aid to school districts (January 2025) Legislative Fiscal Bureau

Key implication: Extremely unusual, especially when state budget has surplus

▪ Last instance of flat or negative general aids across both years of biennial budget: 

▪ 2009-11 budget (-2.92% in 2009-10, 0% in 2010-11)

▪ At that time: State budget was facing a deficit, not a $4.3 billion surplus!

Total general aids
Percent change over prior year (2005-06 to 2026-27)

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/informational_papers/january_2025/0030_state_aid_to_school_districts_informational_paper_30.pdf


Primary special 
education aid

▪ Estimated reimbursement 

rates: 

▪ 2025-26: 42%

▪ 2026-27: 45%

▪ Remains sum certain

▪ Governor’s request: 60% in 

both years – sum sufficient 

($1.13 billion)

▪ 2024-25 (current): 30.6%

Key implications

▪ Highest increase in special education funding since 1995-96 

(41.7%) 

▪ Sum certain appropriation means the estimated reimbursement 

rates are unlikely to be reached

▪ For perspective: 2023-24 unreimbursed special ed costs: 

$1.29 billion (a.k.a., “Fund 10-27 transfer”)

▪ Hurts all students

▪ Districts have to cover unfunded special ed costs first… 

Low state reimbursement acts like a cut to general resources 

for all students

▪ Starves general educational program that benefits every 

student and helps avoid the need for special education 

services

Source: DPI (July 2025) Summary of Act 15 2025-27 State Biennial Budget

NOTE: There was also a substantial increase in High Cost Special Education aid – a 

much smaller funding source

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf
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Peak was 70%: Guaranteed by state 
from early 1960s to early 1970s

Like revenue limits lagging behind inflation, special education funding has 
not kept up with costs of serving students with disabilities

“Between 2000-01 and 2024- 25, the total amount of special education funding 
increased by approximately 82%, while aidable costs increased by approximately 
103%.” LFB

Primary special education aid reimbursement rates: 1980-81 to 2026-27

Sources: LFB 2025-27 Budget Paper #615; DPI Data; DPI Summary of 2025 Act 15, Wisconsin Blue Book 1966 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/302_budget_papers/615_public_instruction_categorical_aids_special_education_aids.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/302_budget_papers/615_public_instruction_categorical_aids_special_education_aids.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/302_budget_papers/615_public_instruction_categorical_aids_special_education_aids.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/images/21-special_ed_cost_reimbursement_rate_by_year-v2.png
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_7.15.25.pdf


Key implications

▪ Per pupil increases are considerably larger than revenue limit 

increase for public schools ($325)

▪ Total state aid deduction from school districts to pay for 

voucher/charter students: $169.9 million - added burden on property 

taxpayers

▪ Overall statewide, lower birthrates are driving enrollment declines 

for the foreseeable future. How many school funding systems can the 

state support?

Voucher/independent 
charter funding

No change in statutory base 

payments per pupil

Estimated per pupil increases 

(due to indexing to school 

district funding increases)

▪ 2025-26: $640

▪ 2026-27: $428

Q: Why did voucher/charter payments go up when base payment was not 
increased? 

A: Voucher/ICS payments get bumped up by certain increases for public schools

▪ Per member dollar change in revenue limit per pupil

▪ Per member dollar change in categorical aids

▪ Dollar-for-dollar increase in low revenue ceiling (90 cents for K-8)

Reverse is not true: Public schools do not receive a bump from 

voucher/ICS increases 



$867,425,900 $968,965,500

$782,408,800
$871,826,900

2025-26 2026-27
Voucher/Independent charter (serves ~70,000)

State primary special education aid (serves ~126,000)

Voucher/
Independent charter 

costs

For perspective – 

compare with primary 

special education 

costs



Parental Choice program expansion:

2009-10 to 2023-24

Milwaukee: 1991

Racine: 2012

Statewide: 2014

Special needs scholarship: 2017  

Voucher funding comes out of 

school district state aid; replaced 

with local property tax

Source: DPI

2009-10 
(1district)

2023-24
(350 - 83% of districts)
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Wisconsin voucher programs

Per-pupil payments: 2013-14 to 2026-27

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction. Fiscal impacts – Private School Choice Programs, Special Needs Scholarship Program; Summary of 2025 Act 15 (July 2025) DPI

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2025-27_Budget_Summary_DPI-Gov-JCF_Final_Act_15_2.pdf


Source: Governor Evers signs bipartisan pro-kid budget (July 3, 2025) Governor Evers news release; LFB Memo: Property tax estimates under 2025 Act 15 (July 31, 2025); LFB Memo: K-12 funding increases 
in the 2025-27 biennium (August 1, 2025); MMSD raises concerns over federal withholding of grant funding (July 9, 2025) SpectrumNews1

Governor Evers and legislators say budget provides “Nearly $1.4 billion in 

spendable revenue for K-12 schools.” True, but…

Property taxpayers (not state) will shoulder the majority of 

new resources for schools

Key facts:

➢ Estimated increase in prop tax levy over biennium: $760 million 

(due to revenue limit increases with no increase in state aid)

➢ Increase to categorical aids: $613.7 million 

➢ School districts will lose $169.9 million in state aids to pay for 

voucher/charter payments – will be replaced by property taxes

Overall fiscal impact 

of adopted 2025-27 
state budget 

BOTTOM LINE

$929.9 million Effective increase to local property taxes

$443.8 million Effective increase in state aids

$1.374 billion Total 2025-27 increase in spendable $ for schools 

https://spectrumnews1.com/wi/milwaukee/news/2025/07/09/mmsd-raises-concerns-over-state-and-federal-funding


Revenue limit increases are still below inflation (18 years 
running) with no general aid to fund them: Places 
disproportionate burden on property taxpayers

Special education increases represent the main win for public 
schools, but they still leave substantial unfunded costs that 
effectively cut into revenue-capped general funds

Many districts will be forced to weigh hard choices (esp. 
declining enrollment districts): Referendum? Deplete 
reserves? Under levy? Cut programs?

Key takeaways 

from 2025-27 
state budget 



State budget in context
Implications of current and past state education budgets on school district 
finance statewide



Sources: 2023 Public Elementary-Secondary Education Finance Data. Summary Table 11. U.S. Census; Wisconsin education spending falls further behind national average (July 2025) Wisconsin Policy Forum

Per-pupil spending on K-12 education
 (2023 dollars)

11th in 2002

11% above national average

26th in 2023 

9.9% below national average

Wisconsin’s ranking has 
fallen relative to the nation 
on per pupil spending on

K-12 education

▪ Even this ranking is precarious 

– rests on accelerating growth 

in the use of operating 

referendums

▪ How far is state willing to fall?

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/wisconsin-education-spending-falls-further-behind-national-average/


44.6%

Education has fallen as a state budget priority

2004
(peak going back to 1995)

2024

32.2%

Source: Annual Fiscal Reports: Fiscal years ended June 30, 2024 and June 30, 2004

K-12 school aids as a share of state GPR

https://doa.wi.gov/Pages/StateFinances/AnnualFiscalReportAFR.aspx


62 operating referendums in 2025 (53% passed): Most in an odd-numbered year since 2001

Operating referendums: 1993 to 2025

Source:  Voters approve majority of referenda even as “retry” efforts increase (April 2025) Wisconsin Policy Forum

Total number of operating referendums held (left y-axis) versus approval rate (gray line) of ALL referendums, including capital (right y-axis)

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/voters-approve-majority-of-referenda-even-as-retry-efforts-increase/


Total operating questions for 2024: 148

131 school districts | 65% passed

far exceeds previous record of 92 in 2022

$1.43 billion requested |$1.09 billion approved 

Spring 2024 operating referendums: 

68 questions|59% passed

Sources:  DPI: Spring Referenda 2024; Fall Referend 2024

Operating 

referendums in 

2024
Fall 2024 operating referendums: 

80 questions|70% passed

Trends to watch: 

▪ Growth of referendum dollars driving school district budgets, tax levies

▪ Will 2026 break 2024 record? (4 elections including major national fall 

general election)

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Hh8T_5sTqf4WX0aIrUVXzrotvKKl3iyJbFy9n2EbbpI/edit?gid=1997538076#gid=1997538076
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1BfveEXlp6k67z27J2-5ujnGNARqMAgC9pHM670gTIPU/edit?gid=1997538076#gid=1997538076


2025 Spring referendum…ups and downs…

Sources:  Hess, Corinne (April 7, 2025) Wisconsin school districts looking at next steps after failed referendums; Kirwan, Hope (February 19, 2025) Mauston voters approve 
referendum to keep school district open

https://www.wpr.org/news/wisconsin-school-districts-failed-referendums-april-1?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email
https://www.wpr.org/news/mauston-school-district-referendum-voters-approve
https://www.wpr.org/news/mauston-school-district-referendum-voters-approve


Declining Enrollment: 
Under WI revenue limit formula: 

Reduces resources 
faster than costs

73% of districts are in declining 

enrollment in 2023-24 (55% in 

2006-07)

75% of students are located in just 

30% of districts

Sources: Kemp, Sarah (2023) Projecting public school enrollment in Wisconsin. Applied Population Laboratory. University of Wisconsin-Madison; DPI 

Percentage change in enrollment 

over previous year: 2005-06 to 2023-24

Challenge: Explaining 

districts resource needs 

amid enrollment declines



Public school enrollment projections

Source: Kemp, Sara (2024) UW-Madison Applied Population Lab; Jarmolowski, Hanna and Roza, Marguerite (February 2021) Proceed with caution: With enrollment drops, states are 
looking to hold district budgets harmless. Edunomics Lab
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Statewide 4K-12 StudentsAverage projected 

enrollment decrease: 

7% by 2028-29

All grade groupings to decline: 

K-5 by 8%

6-8 by 4%

9-12 by 7.6%

Even a 1% loss of 

enrollment can impair 

stability of districts’ 

financial picture

https://edunomicslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Proceed-with-caution.pdf
https://edunomicslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Proceed-with-caution.pdf
https://edunomicslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Proceed-with-caution.pdf
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Educator 
Workforce

Median teacher 

compensation

has fallen by

19% since 2010

Wisconsin teacher compensation trends (2022 dollars)

Source: 2022 Educator Preparation program and workforce analysis report (April 2024) Department of Public Instructions

-19%

-13%

-28%

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/education-workforce/pdf/2022-wi-epp-workforce-annual-report.pdf


Source: Property Tax Levies. WI Department of Revenue. Public Tableau Workbook

School 
property tax 

levy as % of 

personal 
income 

(tax burden)
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https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/research.policy/viz/WIStateandLocalTaxes/Story1


Sources: Wisconsin’s state and local tax burden fell again in 2024 (January 2025); State tax ranking hits all-time low (November 2024) Wisconsin Policy Forum  

Wisconsin’s tax burden has dropped 

below U.S. average and from 

highest to second lowest among 

neighboring states (behind MI)

Wisconsin’s state and 
local tax burden at 

lowest level since 1970s

This is made possible, largely, by 

spending less than other states on 

K-12 education

State, local, and combined taxes 

as % of Wisconsin income

9.6%

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/wisconsins-state-and-local-tax-burden-fell-again-in-2024/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/state-tax-ranking-hits-all-time-low/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/state-tax-ranking-hits-all-time-low/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/state-tax-ranking-hits-all-time-low/


Indicators to watch
Sources of uncertainty that 
could affect school finance

Indicators to watch
Sources of uncertainty affecting schools’ fiscal stability



State 
legislative 
factors

Package of bills addressing school district consolidation and shared 
services: Possible financial incentives for voluntary efforts (similar to many 

past proposals); Stated rationale – declining enrollment

Proposals to shift voucher funding to 100% sum sufficient GPR (rather 

than current state/local share)

▪ Not a simple funding “fix” and does not protect taxpayers…

▪ Would divert significant state GPR to parallel K-12 systems

▪ Could exacerbate referendum trends

▪ Would reduce property taxes but would have to be paid for with 

income/sales tax

▪ Increases costs for taxpayers: Many voucher recipients are switching 

from private schooling at personal family expense to private schooling 

at public expense (using a taxpayer-funded voucher)

Proposals to further change/limit operating referendums

▪ Additional onerous requirements to provide information on dollar 

amount change in property taxes, bond issue info like interest rate, 

accrued interest, fees

▪ Eliminate recurring referendums and non-recurring more than 4 years

▪ Excludes referendums over $50 million from equalization aid 



Federal 
funding

Federal funding for 2025-26
▪ Level funded (due to March 2025 Continuing Resolution)

▪ Several grant programs saw funding freeze, rescissions

▪ Remaining funding has now been released

▪ Process has been riddled with uncertainty, chaos, eroded trust

Federal funding for 2026-27
▪ Trump administration and House Republicans pushing for 

drastic cuts to education; Senate proposal provides small 

increases in Title I, IDEA and level funds most other programs

▪ Midterms pressure GOP majority that promised major budget 

cuts – puts K-12 formula programs in jeopardy

“The unfortunate reality we face today is 
this. The combination of our new federal 
leadership on K-12 public education and the 
results of our state budget send a clear 
message. The responsibility to adequately 
fund our schools has been left almost 
entirely to local property taxpayers.” 

Joe Gothard, MMSD Superintendent

Reconciliation package (OBBBA): Phased in through 2034

▪ Does not affect Dept of Ed funding but could undermine public 

education

▪ Educational Choice for Children Act: Creates nationwide federal 

school voucher tax credit program. States can opt in.

▪ Medicaid | SNAP: Could affect districts’ ability to provide 

school meals, support SwD, provide mental health supports… 

▪ 2nd reconciliation bill possible

Sources: AASA; MMSD raises concerns over federal withholding of grant funding (July 9, 2025) SpectrumNews1

https://spectrumnews1.com/wi/milwaukee/news/2025/07/09/mmsd-raises-concerns-over-state-and-federal-funding


Where does 
all of this 
point us?

Education is a state, local, and federal partnership, but…
▪ State controls most resources for schools 

▪ Increasingly, state and federal government have prioritized 

voucher/charter schools and tax cuts

▪ Has left local public schools holding the bag amid uncertainty and 

insufficient resources

▪ Last vestige of local control to address both uncertainty and fiscal 

instability for public schools: referendums (not designed that way)

▪ Referendums remain an essential tool for schools to meet the needs of 

their students

Local voices have power
▪ Key pressure point for legislators and other policymakers at both state 

and federal level: constituents’ voices! 

▪ Parents, taxpayers, school board members, school leaders play a critical 

role – let them hear you in town halls, at Capitol, on phone/email…

▪ Evidence: Special ed increase in 2025-27 state budget and recent 

restoration of federal funding were results of local advocacy efforts!



Wisconsin Association of 
School Business Officials

 
Contact Us

Anne Chapman | WASBO Research Director

Anne.Chapman@wasbo.com

mailto:Anne.chapman@wasbo.com
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