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Education in Wisconsin



Education in Wisconsin

Over 800,000 students in 421 school districts and 2,300 
schools across the state

K-12 school aids: 36.6% of state’s general fund (much of 
which acts to lower property taxes)

Primarily a small school district state: Median size – 920 
students (average 1,928)

Over half (56% of all schools are in rural communities) but 
they enroll only 20% of students (see Appendix A-1 for a 
statewide map)

Size & 
Scope

Sources:  DPI; DOA; NCES



Funding
Education in Wisconsin



ESSER funds expired September 2024ESSER:
Fiscal Cliff

“High poverty (high need schools) communities will see sharper 
impacts to their school budgets in part because of how ESSER 
funding was structured.” Brookings

Because of ZERO increase to revenue limit in 2021-2023, ESSER 
covered some ongoing costs:

▪ school districts missed two years of base building revenue
▪ creates future budget holes
▪ academic recovery investments bearing fruit – some districts will 

decide to continue some pandemic-era spending – will drive 
other program cuts 

Sources: The ESSER fiscal cliff will have serious implications for student equity (September 12, 2023) Brookings; Expiration of Federal K-12 
Emergency Funds Could Pose Challenges for States (February 28, 2024) Center on Budget and Policy Priorities; WASBO survey

Wisconsin 
ESSER spending 
– 6.3% above 
pre-pandemic 
spending

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-esser-fiscal-cliff-will-have-serious-implications-for-student-equity/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-esser-fiscal-cliff-will-have-serious-implications-for-student-equity/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/expiration-of-federal-k-12-emergency-funds-could-pose-challenges-for


General school district revenues per pupil lag 
inflation by more than $3,300 since 2009

Sources: Kava, Russ (May 22, 2024) Legislative Fiscal Bureau Memo re: Revenue Limit Per Pupil Adjustment Indexed to Inflation; WASBO Calculations



Putting that in context…

2023-25 state budget increased 
revenue limit by $325 per pupil 
in each year



$325 
is not a 
game 

changer School districts already $3,380 per pupil behind where 
inflationary adjustments would have put them

Not a windfall compared to inflation: 
▪ Inflationary increase would have been $390 and $404 (2023-

24 and 2024-25)
▪ Represents about 1% to 3% increase in school district base 

revenue limits…
▪ But 2023-24 ceiling for base wage increases: 4.12%

Impacts will vary by school district – affected by 
enrollment trends, share of state equalization aid, 
impact on property tax, special ed…

Sources: Kava, Russ (May 22, 2024) Legislative Fiscal Bureau Memo re: Revenue Limit Per Pupil Adjustment Indexed to Inflation;  DPI



Wisconsin’s 
ranking has 

fallen relative to 
the nation on 

per pupil 
spending on

K-12 education

11th in 2002
11% above national average

25th in 2022 7.2% below 
national average

Wisconsin provides disproportionately less 
funding to rural districts: 11th lowest in the 
nation on state revenue to schools per local 
dollar ($.82 versus $1.18 nationally)

Sources: 2022 Public Elementary-Secondary Education Finance Data. Summary Table 11. U.S. Census; Why Rural Matters 2023 

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/econ/school-finances/secondary-education-finance.html
https://wsos-cdn.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/18/WRMReport2023_DIGITAL.pdf


Special Education
Education in Wisconsin



Special education aid reimbursement rate 
over time

Sources: Previously collected documents from DPI and Blue Ribbon Commission on School Funding; DPI Summary of 2023 Wisconsin Act 19 

Special Education
Categorical Aid
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Districts have to cover 
unfunded special ed costs 
first… 

Low state reimbursement 
acts like a cut to general 
resources for all students

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2023-25_State_Biennial_Budget_2023_Act_19_with_vetoes_publish.pdf


Voucher Expansion
Education in Wisconsin



Voucher program expansion:

2009-10 to 2022-23

Voucher funding comes out of school 
district state aid; replaced with local 

property tax

Source: DPI

Total estimated public spending
(2023-24): 

▪ Voucher programs: $570 million
▪ Independent charter programs: $137 million
▪ TOTAL: $707 million



Enrollment
Education in Wisconsin
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Statewide, 3-year average FTE has fallen by 
52,539 since 2011-12 
(same year as Act 10 revenue limit cut)

Challenge: Explaining districts resource 
needs amid enrollment declines

Enrollment losses reduce resources faster 
than costs go down

Declining enrollment (2011-12 to 2023-24) 
Statewide revenue limit 3-year average FTE decline

Source: Money Talks webinar slides (November 17, 2023) WASBO; Baird calculations using DPI data

https://wasbo.com/images/wasbo/documents/6/handouts/2023/MoneyTalksNovember2023FINAL.pdf


Declining Enrollment: Under 
WI revenue limit formula: 

Reduces resources faster 
than costs

71% of districts are in declining 
enrollment (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

Challenge: Explaining 
districts resource needs amid 
enrollment declines See A-4 & A-5



Professional Staffing
Education in Wisconsin



Educator 
Workforce

Source: 2022 Educator Preparation Program and Workforce Analysis Report (April 2024) Department of Public Instruction

First-year teacher retention over time 
(years of teaching experience)

30.4%
38.6%

60.6%

Wisconsin loses teachers 
at two main points:

▪ After ed prep 
program/licensure

▪ Within first few years 
in profession

Teacher turnover is 
most pronounced in 
smallest districts

See A-6 & A-7

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


Referendums
Education in Wisconsin



Spring 2024 operating referendums: 
68 questions|59% passed

Sources:  DPI: Spring Referenda 2024; Fall Referenda 2024

Trend to watch: 
Growth of referendum dollars driving school 
district budgets

Operating 
referendums 
in 2024…

Total operating questions for 2024: 148
131 school districts | 65% passed
far exceeds previous record of 92 in 2022

Fall 2024 operating referendums: 
80 questions|70% passed

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


Approval rates lower than 2018 peak, but number of approved referendums at all time high
Operating referendums: 1993 to 2024

Source:  Wisconsin sets more referenda records to fund schools (November 2024) Wisconsin Policy Forum

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

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/wisconsin-sets-more-referenda-records-to-fund-schools/


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

School 
property tax 
levy as % of 

personal 
income 

(tax burden)

See A-9

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/research.policy/viz/WIStateandLocalTaxes/Story1


The road ahead: 2025-27 state budget
Considerations for school districts in next state budget



State Budget Timeline

NOVEMBER

DPI Submits 
Budget Request 

to Governor

JAN-FEB

Gov. Submits
2-Year Budget in 
Biennial Address

APR-MAYMAR-APR

JFC Holds Public 
Hearings 

Around State

JFC Makes 
Amendments 
and Sends to 
Legislature

MAY-JUN

Parties Make 
Their Own 

Amendments

EARLY JUNE

Majority Party’s 
Budget 

Introduced and 
Debated

LATE JUNE

Assembly and 
Senate Address 
Differences & 
Send to Gov.

JUN-JUL

Gov. Reviews 
(with Partial 

Veto Authority) 
and Signs



Starting point 
for 2025-27 
state budget

State is in good position to address many priorities at 
the same time…

Opportunity to support needs of both taxpayers and 
students in public schools – if not now, when?

State surplus:
$4 Billion

(in addition to $1.9 billion 
rainy day fund)

Source: Agency budget requests and revenue estimates FY 2-26-FY 2027

https://doa.wi.gov/budget/SBO/2025-27%20Agency%20Budget%20Requests%20and%20Revenue%20Estimates.pdf


Education has 
fallen as a state 
budget priority

2003 2023
43.1% 36.6%

Source: Annual Fiscal Reports: Fiscal years ended June 30, 2023 and June 30, 2003

K-12 school aids as a share of 
state GPR

https://doa.wi.gov/Pages/StateFinances/AnnualFiscalReportAFR.aspx
https://doa.wi.gov/budget/SCO/2023%20WI%20AFR.pdf
https://doa.wi.gov/budget/SCO/2003wiafr.pdf


WASB State 
Budget 
Priorities

1. Support increasing special education categorical 
aid with a goal to eventually reimburse 90% of prior 
year eligible costs.

o Change to a sum sufficient appropriation to meet target 
reimbursement percentages.

2. Provide school districts with, at minimum, inflationary 
increases in spendable resources and maximum 
flexibility to direct those dollars as needed at the local 
level.

o This can be accomplished through a combination of increases 
in revenue limits/state aid and per pupil categorical aid.

o These increases should return to the inflationary indexing 
mechanism used prior to 2009 to provide predictable and 
sustainable funding for schools.

o We also support an increase in the low revenue ceiling to 
allow low spending districts to catch up with their peers.



Tell Your 
District’s Story

How are you communicating your financial 
condition with your legislators and community 
members?

How is your district affected by increasing costs?

What would having the resources you need 
mean for your district’s ability to provide the 
educational opportunities your students 
deserve?



References
• Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction
• Finance Team Presentations

• Data

• Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau 
Informational Papers

• WASBO and WASB Presentations



Thank You!
@ 2024

This presentation is a product of the Wisconsin Association of 
School Boards, Inc. 

This presentation is intended to provide authoritative general 
information, with commentary, as a service to WASB 
members. The materials and information provided in this 
presentation should not be relied upon as legal advice.  If 
needed, legal advice regarding any topic, issue, situation or 
incident should be obtained from the school district's legal 
counsel.



Appendix



School districts by 
locale:

Source:  University of Wisconsin-Madison Applied Population Laboratory

School Districts (2022) Enrollment (2022-23)

City Suburb Town Rural

A-1



Significant increase 
in voucher/charter 

payments

Impacts by 
school type

$325

$1,494

$1,989

$2,121

$3,342

Public school districts
(Revenue Limit Per Pupil)

Voucher (K-8)

Special Needs Voucher

Independent Charter Schools

Voucher (9-12)

2023-24 change to
per pupil payments over prior year ($)

Source: Department of Public Instruction: Summary of 2023 Act 19 (2023-25 Biennial Budget) for K-12 School Aids 

A-2

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/policy-budget/pdf/2023_Act_19_2023-25_Budget_Summary_Brief.pdf


Wisconsin ranks 
THIRD in the nation 

on share of state 
education dollars on 
private K-12 options

Source: Cicco, Connolly-Sporing, Roza (September 13, 2024) A Financial Analysis of Public Funds Invested via 
ESAs, Vouchers and Tax Scholarships: FY24-25. Edunomics Lab: Georgetown University

Portion of state education dollars in 
private options

2026-27 – Wisconsin’s 
voucher program’s 
enrollment caps will 
be lifted

A-3

https://georgetown.app.box.com/s/munsu0wctepcs8xf7vwvkjxxrrz72w8h


Public School Enrollment Projections

Source: Kemp, Sara (2024) UW-Madison Applied Population Lab
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Statewide 4K-12 Students

Average 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%

A-4



Public School Enrollment Projections:
English Learners

Source: Kemp, Sara (2024) UW-Madison Applied Population Lab

Average projected 
enrollment increase

12% by 2028-29 
+1.3% (6.6% to 7.9%)
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A-5



Use of emergency teaching 
licenses has tripled in past 
decade

Forces districts into difficult 
tradeoffs: 

Balance budget, lose 
teachers, increase class size?

Fill vacancies, create deficit, 
cut elsewhere, raise taxes?

Educator 
Workforce

Sources: Revolving Classroom Doors (August 2023); Wisconsin’s Teacher Pay Predicament (November 2023); In Case of Emergency (March 2023); Wisconsin Policy 
Forum

A-6

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/revolving-classroom-doors-recent-trends-in-wisconsins-teacher-turnover/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/wisconsins-teacher-pay-predicament/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/in-case-of-emergency-more-schools-turn-to-short-term-licenses/


Insights from the field: WASBO survey of school districts 
Percent citing likely impacts on students between 2023 and 2025

Source:  WASBO December 2023 survey of superintendents and school business officials

A-7



Source:  School Referenda Passage Rates Remain Low (April 2024) Wisconsin Policy Forum

Vast majority of 
districts have 

passed at least 
one referendum in 

past decade

Number of referendums since beginning of 
2014, by school district and type A-8

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/school-referenda-passage-rates-remain-low/


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 2020-21

Michigan: 129.4

Wisconsin: 
$129.5 (Rank: 32) 

Illinois: $135.9
Minnesota: $146.8
Iowa: $163.8

Wisconsin’s state and local tax burden is 
among lowest in region

A-9

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