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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

Opening 
questions:

Why are so many school 
districts going to 
referendum?

And to what extent is 
declining enrollment the 
reason?

“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 in 1994.

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?



793,626

126,355

31,094

12,255

District schools

Private schools

Homeschool

Independent charter schools

Enrollment by school type (2024-25)

(3%)

(82%)

(13%)

(1%)

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%)



Public school student demographics (2024-25)
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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

Sources:  DPI WISEdash; NAEP

Forward Exam: ~50% of  students score at grade-level 
expectations in math and reading. Let’s dig a little deeper…

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


Source:  WISEdash Public Portal

2024-25 Forward Exam 

Percent meeting 
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How are our kids doing?

https://wisedash.dpi.wi.gov/Dashboard/dashboard/19964


Source:  WISEdash Public Portal

2024-25 Forward Exam 
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How are our kids doing?

https://wisedash.dpi.wi.gov/Dashboard/dashboard/19964


Economically 
disadvantaged 

students

2024-25

Sources: DPI; Kemp, Sara (2026) UW-Madison Applied Population Lab

About 1 in 5 districts have a 

majority of  students who are 

economically disadvantaged

Poverty is growing in Wisconsin

Federal Title funds support the 

needs of  these student. 

No dedicated state 

funding source

Recall: 

Enrollment 

projected to 

DECREASE 

by 6% by 

2029-30 



Source:  WISEdash Public Portal

2024-25 Forward Exam 

Percent meeting 
grade-level 

expectations

Students with 
Disabilities
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How are our kids doing?

https://wisedash.dpi.wi.gov/Dashboard/dashboard/19964


Students with 
disabilities 

2024-25

2024-25 reimbursement 

rate for mandated 

special education: 

30.6%

Most districts have at 

least 13% SwDs

On average districts 

have 15.7% SwDs

Share of students with disabilities has 
grown in the majority of districts

Recall: 

Enrollment 

projected to 

INCREASE by 

6% by 

2029-30 

Sources: DPI; Kemp, Sara (2026) UW-Madison Applied Population Lab



Source:  WISEdash Public Portal

2024-25 Forward Exam 

Percent meeting 
grade-level 

expectations

English Learners 13.9% 18.3%
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How are our kids doing?

https://wisedash.dpi.wi.gov/Dashboard/dashboard/19964


English 
learners

2024-25
No dedicated 

aid for all ELs

365 districts (86.7%) 

enroll ELs

Only 57 districts get 

Bilingual Bicultural Aid

 Reimbursement rate: 

8.55% 

Sources: DPI; Kemp, Sara (2026) UW-Madison Applied Population Lab

Recall: 

Enrollment projected to INCREASE by 10% by 2029-30 



How school funding works
Key mechanics of  Wisconsin school finance policy



Backbone of school 
finance in Wisconsin: 

Revenue limit

State policy limits ON A 

PER PUPIL BASIS 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: Provide property tax relief  – 

NOT 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 district’s 

in 30 years?

Source:  Association for Equity in Funding



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: For 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



▪ Questions
▪ Discussion
▪ Reactions

In your district, what has changed over the 

last 30 years, and what impact has that had 

on the district’s financial picture?

▪ Facilities?

▪ Expectations/preferences for programming?

▪ Student needs?

▪ Staffing: Supply |PD costs |Recruitment/retention

▪ Demographics?

▪ Employment, industry in your area?

▪ Geographic growth/transportation?

▪ Health insurance?

▪ Technology?

▪ Safety?

▪ What else?



The 2025-27 state budget

Key provisions and their impacts on public schools



Revenue limit (general revenues)

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

both years (as was predicted after Governor 

Evers’ “400-year” veto established an annual 

$325 increase in law)

▪ No increase in per pupil categorical aid

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 

▪ Far below estimated increase in total 

compensation for workers in K-12 

public schools: 3.6% over past year

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 2.63% for 2026 is 

getting closer to historic 

inflation levels but still high

➢ $325 revenue 

limit/pupil will bring an 

estimated increase of 

1.2% to 3.0% in 
general revenues for 

school districts. (Average is 

2.72%) 

➢ This amounts to an 

inflationary increase in 

general revenues for about 

3/4th of  districts in 2025-26

CPI-U for July 1 collective bargaining agreements 

(ceiling for base wage increases)

Sources: DOR/WERC CPI-U rates; Stellmacher, John  (October 24, 2025) Email CPI update and projection model;  2025-26 Revenue Limit Worksheet (November 6, 2025) DPI; WASBO calculations

1.46% 1.62%

0.12%

1.26%

2.13%
2.44%

1.81%

1.23%

4.70%

8.00%

4.12%

2.95% 2.63%

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026

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

Implication: Buying 

power for each 

student is lower than 

it was in 2008-09

 -

 1,000

 2,000

 3,000

 4,000

 5,000

 6,000

 7,000

 Indexed to CPI  Actual

$2,573

per pupil since 2011-12

(after Act 10)

Source: Legislative Fiscal Bureau

Cumulative gap 

has grown to 

$3,571 per pupil



Sources: Kava, Russ (September 12, 2025) Legislative Fiscal Bureau Memo re: Revenue Limit Per Pupil Adjustment Indexed to Inflation; U.S Census Bureau; WASBO Calculations

Class of 2027 will be the 5th class of seniors to graduate without any 

inflationary increase in the revenue limits

Selected years
Class of 

2027 

Grade

Change in 

general 

revenues per 

pupil

Amount behind 

inflation 

(cumualtive, 

per pupil)

National 

spending 

ranking 

(Census)

Context Notes

2009-10 $200.00 -$75 17th 1st year revenue limits were detached from inflation

2010-11 $200.00 -$156 17th State raised proficiency cut scores; Act 10

2011-12 -$554.00 -$998 21st Revenue limits cut/state aid cut in 2011-13 budget

2013-14 4K $100.00 -$1,395 21st Statewide voucher program began

2019-20 5th $263.00 -$2,365 25th COVID-19 global pandemic hits

2020-21 6th $179.00 -$2,520 25th Inflation starts to soar

2021-22 7th $0.00 -$2,863 25th Revenue limits are frozen, no increases for two years

2022-23 8th $0.00 -$3,235 26th 2nd year of frozen revenue limits; inflation hits 8%

2023-24 9th $325.00 -$3,300 n/a "400 year veto": $325 pp revenue limit passed (for forseeable future)

2024-25 10th $325.00 -$3,380 n/a New record number of operating referendums (148)

2025-26 11th $325.00 -$3,469 n/a 2025-27 state budget contained ZERO increase in general aids

2026-27 12th $325.00 -$3,571 n/a Graduation! Voucher enrollment caps abolished 



Key implications

▪ Entire $325 per pupil revenue limit increase will be 

borne by property taxpayers

▪ Impacts for 2025-26 over prior year based on October 

2025 aid certification:

▪ 111 districts: Received more general aid

▪ 301 districts: Received less general aid 

▪ 9 districts: No change in aid

▪ 88 districts estimated to see 15% less general aid 

– the maximum allowable under hold harmless law

▪ Prior year, this applied to only 64 districts!

▪ Governor Evers points out that “Republican legislative 

leaders declined to make property tax relief  a part of  

the discussion, focusing instead on income taxes.”

Equalization aid

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;  News release (July 1, 2025) July 1 
General Aid Estimate Released. DPI; News release (October 15, 2025) DPI Releases Figures on 2025-26 General Aids. DPI

https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/politics/2026/01/14/vos-ties-unwinding-of-400-year-veto-to-any-deal-on-property-tax-relief/88163181007/
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/politics/2026/01/14/vos-ties-unwinding-of-400-year-veto-to-any-deal-on-property-tax-relief/88163181007/
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
https://content.govdelivery.com/bulletins/gd/WIDPI-3e7724b?wgt_ref=WIDPI_WIDGET_150
https://content.govdelivery.com/bulletins/gd/WIDPI-3e7724b?wgt_ref=WIDPI_WIDGET_150
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIDPI/bulletins/3f71b8c
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIDPI/bulletins/3f71b8c
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIDPI/bulletins/3f71b8c
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Equalization aid

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


Key implications

Highest projected increase in special education funding since 1995-96 

(41.7%) 

However…sum certain appropriation means the estimated 

reimbursement rates are unlikely to be reached. In fact!

▪ EARLY DPI projection: 35%!

▪ 7 points lower than 2025-26 budget estimate!!

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

Primary special 
education aid

▪ Estimated reimbursement 

rates: 

▪ 2025-26: 42%

▪ 2026-27: 45%

▪ Remains sum certain

▪ 2024-25: 30.6%

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

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


Highest in timeframe 
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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 

CAUTION:

DPI already 
estimating much 
lower rates in 
2025-27:

35%

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 statutory 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
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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


Per pupil 
payments for 
voucher and 
charter schools 
are already 
higher than many 
school district 
revenue limits

$10,877 $11,037
$11,751

$12,369 $12,443
$13,371

$16,049
$17,360

Selected per pupil funding levels (2025-26)

Note: “RL” refers to 

2025-26 revenue limit 

per pupil before any 

exemptions

*99% of  districts’ RLs are lower 

than $18,000

Source: DPI



Key implications

▪ Will result in winners (districts that receive more 

students than they lose) and losers (districts that 

lose more than they receive)

▪ Losers will see a large portion of their special 

education aid evaporate in OE payments to 

other districts 

Open enrollment 
transfer amount

Significant increase: 

➢ $1,140 (1st yr)

➢ $929 (2nd yr). 

Moves the total amount up 

from $8,962 in 2024-25 to:

▪ $10,102 in 2025-26

▪ $11,030 in 2026-27

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

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


Source: Governor Evers signs bipartisan pro-kid budget (July 3, 2025) Governor Evers news release; LFB Memo: K-12 funding increases in the 2025-27 biennium (August 1, 2025);  LFB Comparative 
Summary of Provisions -- 2025 Act 15 -- August, 2025 (by Agency) – Public Instruction  

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://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/3e7d45c
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/3e7d45c
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/3e7d45c
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/3e7d45c
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_2025_act_15_august_2025_by_agency
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_2025_act_15_august_2025_by_agency
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_2025_act_15_august_2025_by_agency
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_2025_act_15_august_2025_by_agency
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_2025_act_15_august_2025_by_agency
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_2025_act_15_august_2025_by_agency


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

Special ed increases welcome but still leave substantial unfunded costs 
that effectively cut into revenue-capped general funds

For districts that lose kids to open enrollment, special ed increases will 
be eroded by higher per pupil payments to receiving districts

Districts that gain students from open enrollment will realize gains, as 
will those that use high cost special ed program

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

Key takeaways 
for schools from 

2025-27 state 

budget 



▪ Questions
▪ Discussion
▪ Reactions

What aspects of  the 2025-27 state budget 

are making it harder for your district 

financially? 

What factors are helping your fiscal picture?

What questions are hardest to explain to 

parents, staff, taxpayers?

To what degree does the 2025-27 state 

budget affect whether your district is 

considering an operating referendum?



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



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

Source: DPI 

Percentage change in enrollment 

2005-06 to 2024-25

Challenge: Explaining 

districts resource needs 

amid enrollment declines



Public school enrollment projections (4K-12)

Source: Kemp, Sara (2026) UW-Madison Applied Population Lab

Recall: 

Projected 

enrollment 

DECREASE:

6% by 2029-30

All grade groupings to 

decline: 

K-5 by 9%

6-8 by 2%

9-12 by 6%



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

Even amid declining enrollment, 
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?

Since 2002 education spending 

per pupil…

➢ Increased 2.4% in Wisconsin

➢ Increased 21.1% nationally

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)

2024 holds record: 148 questions | 131 districts | 65% passed

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


Rose from 1.8% in 2012 to 13% in 2025

Percent of school tax levies attributable 

to operating referendums (2012 to 2025)

Sources: DPI Spring Referenda 2025 Google Sheet (as of 1.21.25);  DPI Data and Maps; Voters approve majority of referenda even as “retry” efforts increase (April 2025 Wisconsin Policy Forum; 
Marquette University News Release (October 29, 2025)  

Trend to watch: 

Will 2026 break a record 

or has referendum 

fatigue set in? 

➢ October 2025 Marquette Poll: 

1st time a majority (57%) said 

they would vote AGAINST a 

school referendum in their 

community

61 questions 
(68 in spring 2024)

Operating referendums so 

far in 2026 (April 4 ballots)

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1ceNzVQ0ARt16C0UH2qY94natCcn1pzeC5pHloOcMN1s/edit?gid=1997538076#gid=1997538076
link:%20https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/images/26-referenda-share-revmax-v2.png
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/voters-approve-majority-of-referenda-even-as-retry-efforts-increase/
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/images/26-referenda-share-revmax-v2.png
https://law.marquette.edu/poll/category/poll-release/page/2/


2009-10 
(1district)

2024-25
(372 - 88% of  districts)

Growth and reach of voucher schools

Source: DPI 

Milwaukee: 1991

Racine: 2012

Statewide: 2014

Special needs scholarship: 2017  

Voucher funding comes out of  

school district state aid; 

replaced with local property tax



0.17 

0.26 

0.38 

0.59 

0.83 

1.33 

1.62 

1.66 

4.04 

4.20 

7.19 

Tax Relief to Individuals

Community Aids

State Mental Health Institutions

WI Technical College System

Shared Revenue

UW System

Correctional Services

State Property Tax Relief

All Others

Medical assistance

School aids

Key context

Top ten programs funded by state GPR in 2024 ($ Billions)

Source: Annual Fiscal Report (2024) Table 3. Wisconsin Department of Revenue

New programs that use 

sum sufficient GPR 

dollars would almost 

certainly crowd out 

resources for public 

schools, as school aids 

is largest category of 

GPR spending…by far.

https://doa.wi.gov/Pages/StateFinances/AnnualFiscalReportAFR.aspx
https://doa.wi.gov/budget/SCO/2024%20WI%20AFR.pdf


Educator 
Workforce

Median teacher 

compensation

has fallen by

19% since 2010

Wisconsin teacher compensation trends (2023 dollars)

Source: 2023 Educator preparation program and workforce analysis report (February 2025) Department of Public Instructions

-19%

-14%

-29%

0

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Median salary Median fringe Median total compensation

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/education-workforce/pdf/2023-wi-epp-workforce-annual-report.pdf


Source: Wisconsin tax burden remains at record low as incomes rise (January 2026) Wisconsin Policy Forum

This is DESPITE upward 

pressure from sales taxes and 

local referendums

Wisconsin’s state and 
local tax burden at 

ALL TIME Low

There’s a tradeoff: This is 

made possible, largely, by 

spending less than other 

states on K-12 education

State, local taxes as a share of  

personal income (Fall 2025)

Income tax cuts enacted in 

2025-27 budget could lower 

tax burden even further

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/wisconsin-tax-burden-remains-at-record-low-as-incomes-rise/


Source: WI Department of Revenue. State and Local Government Tax Rankings

State and local revenues per $1,000 of  personal income: Taxes and fees in 2022-23

Wisconsin: $126.5 

(Rank: 35) 

Michigan: 132.0 (Rank 32)

Minnesota: $138.8 (Rank 21)

Illinois: $142.9 (Rank 19)

Iowa: $159.4 (Rank 6)

Wisconsin’s state and local tax burden 
is lowest among neighboring states

https://www.revenue.wi.gov/Pages/RA/TaxRankings.aspx


▪ Questions
▪ Discussion
▪ Reactions

Which of  these aspects of  the school 

finance context might surprise your board 

members, taxpayers, parents, staff, etc.?

▪ Declining enrollment trends?

▪ How far behind the nation Wisconsin education 

spending is 

▪ The growth and reach of  voucher schools

▪ The decrease in education funding as a share of  

state general fund

▪ Growth in operating referendums

▪ Historically tax burdens statewide

▪ Falling real compensation for educators

▪ What else?



Indicators to watch
Sources of  uncertainty that 
could affect school finance

Indicators to watch

Factors on the horizon that could affect school finance



Surplus presents an opportunity for K-12 leaders to call on lawmakers to shore up 

the current shortfall in special education aids (local leaders can decide if  they 

want to use it for property tax relief)

Assembly adjourned before Governor Evers and legislative leaders struck a deal. 

But…they seem to agree on providing $200 million for special education – 

estimated to cover reimbursement levels established in the 2025-27 state budget 

(42% in 2025-26; 45% in 2026-27)

The hang up is how to provide tax relief:

• Governor Evers insists property tax relief  must include at least some general 

school aids; not in favor of  income tax rebates.

• Legislative leaders want $1.4 B in income tax rebates; all property tax relief  in the 

form of  school levy tax credits

State surplus 
larger than 

expected for 

2025-27

K-12 priority: 
Fully fund special 

education commitment 

in 2025-27 state budget

2025-27 budget ended with $770 million surplus

LFB updated surplus to $2.37 billion ($1.53 billion 

more than projected)

Plus $2.1 billion in budget stabilization fund (rainy day fund)

Source: Lang, Robert (January 15, 2026) Revenue estimates. Legislative Fiscal Bureau

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/revenue_estimates/191_january_15_2026.pdf


Challenges to 
Governor’s partial 
veto power

▪ Speaker Vos statement on undoing “400-year 

veto” has to be part of  discussion on property tax 

relief

▪ Assembly Democrats are not opposed to repealing 

the 400 year Veto

▪ Even Governor Evers has not confirmed whether 

he would allow the 400-year veto to stand

▪ Both houses of  legislature passed a bill to sunset 

the $325 per pupil in 2027-28

▪ November ballot will ask voters to amend state 

constitution to “prohibit the governor, in exercising 

his or her partial veto authority, from creating or 

increasing or authorizing the creation or increase 

of  any tax or fee.”

Source: WPR

Impact of  budget on property tax is 

mounting pressure to reverse course 

on the “400 year” veto that ensures 

schools have at least $325 per pupil in 

general operating dollars

It might be a quick “400 years”

https://captimes.com/news/government/gov-tony-evers-hesitant-on-repealing-400-year-veto-for-tax-relief/article_35bec99b-a151-44d5-9bec-4b6268d05db3.html
https://www.wpr.org/news/wisconsin-assembly-400-year-veto-online-gambling-sandhill-crane


School funding lawsuit: 
Wisconsin PTA, et.al. V. 
Wisconsin Assembly

Source: Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

First challenge to the constitutionality of Wisconsin’s 

school finance system since 2000

Lawsuit claims: Wisconsin’s school finance system 
violates the constitution because it fails to provide 
adequate resources for school district to provide every child 
an equal opportunity to a sound basic education which is a 
fundamental right under Wisconsin’s Constitution.  

Plaintiffs: 5 school districts (plus teachers, taxpayers, 
students, board members, local education unions in those 
communities)
▪ Adams Friendship
▪ Beloit
▪ Eau Claire
▪ Green Bay 
▪ Necedah

Defendants: Assembly, Senate, Leaders of both houses, 
each member of the Joint Finance Committee

https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/education/2026/02/24/wisconsin-school-districts-sue-state-legislature-over-funding-system/88840612007/


State 
legislative 
factors

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

than current state/local share) – Nothing introduced this session so far

▪ 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: Most publicly funded vouchers go to 

families already paying for private school themselves. 

Proposals to further change/limit operating referendums

▪ Additional requirements to provide information on $ 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 certain referendums over $50 million from equalization aid 

▪ Prohibit referendums if  financial information not submitted to DPI

Package of bills addressing school district consolidation/shared 
services (passed Assembly, sent to Senate Ed)
▪ Financial incentives for voluntary efforts (similar to many past proposals); 

Stated rationale – declining enrollment

▪ Study on possible mandated district consolidation 



School districts can go to 

referendum on any of the 4 

election dates (74 ballot 

questions already in April)

Election factors: 

2026 is a big year

Photo credit: Brookings/REUTERS/Faith Ninivaggi

February 17: Spring primary

▪ School board races

April 7: Spring general election for nonpartisan offices

▪ State Supreme Court seat could expand liberal majority 

(which is secure until 2028)

▪ Act 10 could come before the new court

August 11: Fall Primary:

November 3: Fall general election – will decide

▪ Party in control of  both U.S. House and Senate

▪ Governor (1st with no incumbent since 2010)

▪ Party in control of  state Assembly and Senate in 2027 – 

could shift to Democrats for first time since 2011.

▪ Democrats would need to flip:

▪ 2 seats in Senate

▪ 5 seats in Assembly (116 seats)

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/executive-order-threatens-to-undermine-american-elections/


Theme of first year of Trump admin: Disruption

▪ Federal funding for 2025-26 level funded (due to March 2025 Continuing 

Resolution)

▪ Several grant programs saw funding freeze, rescissions

▪ Most funding has now been released

▪ At least $12 billion in congressionally approved Education Department 

funding disrupted in some way

Six interagency agreements (IAAs) that shift many USED grant programs to 
other federal agencies (including most major formula and competitive ESSA 
grants)

▪ Part of  Trump administration effort to facilitate closure of  USED, return 

education to the states

▪ Being challenged in court 

▪ Exacerbates previous reductions in force – dramatically reduced technical 

assistance from USED

▪ Potentially fragments programs, funding – states might not have capacity to 

administer federal programs

▪ Note IDEA not included…yet. Could end up in separate IAA

Federal 
factors create 
uncertainty

Sources: Education Week; ASBO; AASA



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 first nationwide federal school voucher 

tax credit program

▪ Doesn’t go into effect until 2027

▪ States can opt in. Governor Evers has already opted out

▪ Very little information available on rules/operation of program

▪ Waiting on Treasury Dept. and IRS – collecting comments for program guidance 

and regulation now

▪ Note: The purpose/design of  this program is to dramatically expand private 

school vouchers. Late-breaking allowance for money to flow to public schools 

has not been ironed out. Is unlikely to benefit public schools to the degree that it 

could harm them through voucher expansion/diversion of  funds at the state and 

federal level

Medicaid | SNAP: Eligibility cuts and increased costs passed onto states could affect 

districts’ ability to provide school meals, support SwD, provide mental health 

supports… 

2nd reconciliation bill possible

Federal 
factors create 
uncertainty



Federal 
funding for 

2026-27 
passed!

Education package is funded for a full year!

Final federal FY26 (2026-27 school year) appropriations signed into 

law on February 5th!

Package avoids deep cuts proposed by Trump admin and House

Small increases for:

▪ Title I Part A ($20 million)

▪ IDEA Part B ($20 million)

▪ Title V-B REAP ($5 million) (Rural Education Achievement Program)

▪ Title VII Impact Aid ($5 million)

Level funding for: Titles II-A (Instruction/PD), III-A (EL), IV-A (enrichment)

Includes provision that requires Department of  Ed to distribute grants 

to states by July 1 (an effort to avoid las summer’s withholding of  

funds); SPECIFIES how funds should be allocated; sets minimum 

staffing levels in some cases, etc.

Source: ASBO, CEF

https://network.asbointl.org/discussion/federal-fy26-funding-recap-for-the-2026-27-school-year#bmfec58e2f-a81e-485a-9692-019cbfdbc4e4
https://cef.org/wp-content/uploads/CEFs-FY-2026-Funding-Table-final-showing-new-IAA-2.23.26.pdf


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 income tax cuts

▪ Shifts state’s responsibility for education costs onto local property 

taxpayers

▪ Leaves 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 and districts do not 

want to have to go to referendum)

▪ Until state policymakers take action to fix the fiscal conditions, referendums 

will 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! 

▪ School leaders play a critical role – Explain impacts of policymaker decisions 

with data and stories



▪ Questions
▪ Discussion
▪ Reactions

Revisit opening questions:

▪ Why are so many school districts going to 
referendum?

▪ To what extent is declining enrollment the 
reason?

What other insights has this information 
brought up for you?



Wisconsin Association of 
School Business Officials

 
Contact Us

Anne Chapman | WASBO Research Director

Anne.Chapman@wasbo.com

mailto:Anne.chapman@wasbo.com

	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: State of School Finance in Wisconsin
	Slide 5: They “why” of school finance: Students
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16: How school funding works
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27: The 2025-27 state budget
	Slide 28
	Slide 29
	Slide 30
	Slide 31
	Slide 32
	Slide 33
	Slide 34
	Slide 35
	Slide 36
	Slide 37
	Slide 38
	Slide 39
	Slide 40
	Slide 41
	Slide 42
	Slide 43
	Slide 44: State budget in context
	Slide 45
	Slide 46
	Slide 47
	Slide 48
	Slide 49
	Slide 50
	Slide 51
	Slide 52
	Slide 53
	Slide 54
	Slide 55
	Slide 56
	Slide 57: Indicators to watch  Sources of uncertainty that could affect school finance
	Slide 58
	Slide 59
	Slide 60
	Slide 61
	Slide 62
	Slide 63
	Slide 64
	Slide 65
	Slide 66
	Slide 67
	Slide 68

