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Study Committee: Carol Carstensen, Janine C. Edwards, Sue Fulks, Brook Soltvedt
Discussion Questions:
1. For the first time in memory, Wisconsin has fallen below the national average for funding per
student. What does this mean for democracy in Wisconsin?
2. How can the state funding formula be reformed to provide adequately for rural districts and
districts with declining enrollment?
3. How are advocates of vouchers framing their arguments?
How can the dangers of these arguments be explained? How can we engage proponents of
vouchers in reasoned discussion?
4. How can your community in Dane County work to support public education?
Please note: Text that is underlined and italic is linked to more information. Go to our website
(lwvdanecounty.org), scroll down to the forum, and click on the link for the study materials. View or
download these materials and click on links you wish to explore. The slides are in color online.
For more information visit the League’s website at www.lwvdanecounty.org or call 608-232-9447.
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Wisconsin League of Women Voters Positions
Privatization
Ensure transparency, accountability, positive community impact and preservation of the
common good when considering the transfer of governmental services, assets and/or
functions to the private sector.
Elementary and Secondary Education
Promote equal educational opportunity for each child through an equitable state aids
formula while retaining substantial program and personnel responsibilities in the local
district.
Support of a system of state elementary and secondary education which includes:
An educational aids formula which primarily equalizes funds raised at similar taxing rates
and, secondarily, equalizes spending per student, with the following qualifications:
■ a system of financing which ensures that a child's opportunity for a good education
is not limited by the fiscal ability of the local district and that the state will assume a
significant amount of educational financing.
■ a system of financing which promotes equality in educational opportunity with
emphasis on instructional costs and adjusted funding for students with special
educational needs.
Reorganization of school districts into K-12 systems.
Substantial control of school programs and personnel by the local school district.
Charter school authority given only to K-12 public school districts to maintain Wisconsin’s
commitment to local control of K-12 public education.
A system of school choice within the public school system, but which does not include any
tax dollars being given to private or religious schools.
A requirement of all institutions or organizations that receive public funds for K-12
education to meet the same requirements as public schools, including:
■
■
■

accounting for the use of public funds;
meeting performance standards for their students;
meeting the same state standards for all school employees.
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Introduction
State Aid to School Districts. Informational Paper 24
Prepared by Russ Kava and Christa Pugh. Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau
Under the provisions of Wisconsin's Constitution (Article X, Section 3), the Legislature is
responsible for the establishment of public school districts which are to be "as
nearly uniform as practicable" and "free and without charge for tuition to all
children." Under the statutes, the state provides financial assistance to school districts to
achieve two basic policy goals: (1) reduce the reliance upon the local property tax as a
source of revenue for educational programs; and (2) guarantee that a basic educational
opportunity is available to all pupils regardless of the local fiscal capacity of the district in
which they reside.
The cost of elementary and secondary (K-12) education is supported by the state through
three different methods. First, general aids are provided primarily through a formula that
distributes aid on the basis of the relative fiscal capacity of each school district as
measured by the district's per pupil value of taxable property. This formula is known as
either the "general school aid formula" or the "equalization aid formula." In addition,
the Legislature has also established other smaller general school aid programs. General
aids are subject to revenue limits. The formula is intended to provide more support for
districts with lower property wealth per student (in general the poorer districts). The
formula assumes that every child costs the same to educate. Because of this, the actual
level of state aid to a district ranges from a low of about 18% to a high of 85+%.
The second means of state
support are categorical aids
that in most cases partially
fund specific program costs
such as special education,
achievement gap reduction,
pupil transportation, and
bilingual education.
Categorical aid is either
paid on a formula basis or
awarded as grants.
Categorical aids are
outside of revenue limits.
The third method of state
support is the school levy
tax credit and the first dollar credit. These credits are paid to municipalities to offset the
property tax.
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Major demographic changes are occurring in Wisconsin school districts. In rural districts,
enrollment is dropping and poverty is increasing. The slide below illustrates those changes.

Overview of State Financing by Carol Carstensen
According to the state constitution, education is a state responsibility. The state has
delegated much of its education responsibility to the local school districts. However, the
state has created the parameters for K-12 education, which governs what a local district
must do.
Before 1993, school districts in Wisconsin were independent taxing authorities. In 1993,
the state legislature was concerned about rising property taxes and made a major change
in financing of K-12 education:
REVENUE CAPS - this law set a limit on what a district could spend from the
combination of state aid and property taxes. It froze into place the existing spending
of school districts. The law requires districts to spend only what they did in the
previous year, plus an Allowable per member increase which is set by the legislature.
Districts that increase in enrollment can add the amount equal to their per pupil
average for each new student; likewise districts that lose enrollment must reduce
their budget by their per pupil average for each student they lose.
In 1996, the state legislature followed up on their promise for more property tax relief by
passing a law guaranteeing that the state would provide funds to cover two-thirds of local
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K-12 costs. Since the Revenue Cap law already limited the total amount a school district
could raise from the combination of state aid and property tax levies, the additional state
funds served to reduce property tax levies and deliver property tax relief.
Some district spending is exempt from the revenue caps. Categorical aid (funds for special
education, for English as a Second Language) from the state is not under the cap. Federal
funds, grants from public or private sources, fees and expenditures for community services
are also not under the caps.
Act 10 and Later Budgets
The passage of Act 10 changed compensation for district staff by requiring they contribute
to the retirement fund (initially it was 6%), decreasing their net income by that amount.
Furthermore the 2011-13 budget made a drastic change to the revenue limits. The annual
increase in the revenue caps ranged from $190 in 1993 to a high of $275 in 2008. The
2011-13 budget featured a drastic cut in the revenue cap; the per pupil cap was reduced
by $528. Since then there have been minor increases in 3 years ($50, $75, $75). In the
2013-15 budget the legislature created a new per pupil categorical aid by allocating $150
& $250 per pupil payments in the first & second year of the biennium respectively. The
2015-17 kept those allocations & added another $150 & $250. In August 2017, the JoInt
Finance Committee voted to increase categorical aid by $200 and $204 per pupil.
Districts receive the same amount for each student regardless of the relative
wealth/poverty of the district.
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Slide citations: http://pb.dpi.wi.gov/pb_11-13_budget http://news.dpi.wi.gov/news_2013-15state-budget-information
A district can go to referendum to get voters permission to exceed the revenue caps - for a
single year, for several years, or permanently. Since 2011, half of all school districts
have passed a referendum. Historically only half of all referenda have passed; since
2011, 80% of all referenda have passed.
Summary
Wisconsin public schools are in crisis after more than 24 years of revenue caps.
School districts throughout the state are facing dire choices. Most districts have
made substantial cuts in educational services - increasing class size, reducing and/or
eliminating programs (especially in the arts and music), eliminating athletic and other
extra-curricular activities.
Several districts are essentially bankrupt.

Article from the Wisconsin State Journal, August 29, 2017.

Lawmakers set $639M in new funding for schools, voucher expansion in next state
budget MOLLY BECK mbeck@madison.com
Republican lawmakers writing the next state budget voted Monday to include a $639 million
funding increase for Wisconsin schools — about $10 million less than the record amount Gov.
Scott Walker proposed earlier this year.
The budget-writing committee also increased the household income limits for participation in the
statewide private voucher school program.
The 2017-19 spending plan also sets up a timeline for a potential turnaround program for the Racine
School District and limits the number of times a school district can ask voters to raise property taxes
to pay for building projects and school operations.
The GOP plan allows school districts that spend less per student than the average to raise their
property taxes, eliminates expiration dates for teacher and school administrator licenses and gives
about $9 million to public and private schools to buy computers for ninth-graders.
Despite the increase in funding, which Democrats have long called for after years of cuts or no
increase in state funding for schools, the proposals drew the ire of Democrats on the budget
committee over the voucher provision, expansion of independent charter schools and the addition of
state money for services at private schools.
“How is it that we can continue to divert money to private schools?” said Rep. Gordon Hintz, DOshkosh.
But Rep. Mary Felzkowski, R-Irma, said the Republican plan aims to allow parents, regardless of
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their household income, provide the best choice of school for their children.
Overall, Walker proposed $11.5 billion for schools, including the $649 million increase.
A spokesman for budget committee co-chairwoman Sen. Alberta Darling, R-River Hills, said the
Joint Finance Committee reduced the increase to $639 million because of reductions to funding
proposed by Walker for rural school districts and for schools in the Milwaukee School District that
meet academic achievement goals.
Walker in a statement thanked the committee for its actions after the package was approved 12-4,
with all Republicans voting for and all Democrats voting against.
Officials supportive
School district administrators and board members have hailed the thrust of the governor’s budget
proposal: a provision that would increase the $250 school districts currently receive per student by
$200 in the 2017-18 school year and another $204 in the 2018-19 school year.
The “per-pupil” amount is delivered to schools regardless of how much the districts get in other
forms of state aid or can raise from local taxpayers. The bulk of state aid is determined by a
complex formula that takes into account student population, the wealth of a school district and
numerous other factors.
However, school officials also are starting the next school year without knowing for sure what type
of state aid increase they might see because lawmakers are so late in passing a budget, which was
due July 1.
Darling said lawmakers in the Assembly and Senate will vote on the full budget during the week of
Sept. 14.
The plan
The Republican-authored plan eliminates a provision in Walker’s proposal that ties new school
funding to whether a district’s staff pays at least 12 percent of their health care costs. Instead,
lawmakers have proposed to require districts to submit a report on their health care plans to the state
Department of Administration, which will forward the reports to the budget committee.
About $18 million in funding for rural schools proposed by Walker was eliminated in the GOP
plan, as well as about $3.4 million for the Milwaukee School District.
Meanwhile, the proposal requires school districts to call for any referendum during a regularly
scheduled election and only twice a year. School districts also would be prohibited in 2018 from
exceeding their state-imposed limits on raising revenue to pay for energy efficiency projects.
Walker had proposed eliminating the revenue limit exemption altogether.
The plan also allows school districts that spend less than $10,000 per student because of those stateimposed caps to raise property taxes to increase their per-student spending to $9,800 by 2022.
School districts also would get $1.6 million over two years to help pay for special education
services that are more costly than others.
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Income limits
The committee also voted to raise the income limits for the statewide private voucher program to
220 percent of the federal poverty level. Under the new limits, a family of four with a combined
income of $53,826 would be eligible to receive a voucher.
Currently, the program is limited to families who earn a combined income of 185 percent of the
federal poverty level, or $45,263 for a family of four. The voucher program aims to provide
taxpayer-funded vouchers to students to attend a private school in areas outside of Milwaukee and
Racine.
Currently, school districts’ state funding is reduced by each student that leaves the district schools
for a private voucher school. The districts are able to count that student when reporting enrollment
figures to determine state funding, however.
The GOP plan also eliminates some enrollment rules for the state’s voucher programs, which limit
enrollment to students in certain grades and authorizes a state charter school office to create charter
schools statewide without the approval of local school boards. Currently, the office is limited to
creating the schools in Madison and Milwaukee.
In an effort to prevent a widespread shortage of teachers, Republicans also eliminated expiration
dates on licenses for teachers and school administrators who have worked for at least three years.
Anyone with a bachelor’s degree who has completed an alternative teacher certification program
and has passed a background check also could receive a teaching license under the plan.

Private School Choice Programs
State Aid to School Districts. Informational Paper 24
Prepared by Russ Kava and Christa Pugh. Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau.
Under the choice programs, state funds are used to pay for the cost of eligible
children to attend private schools. Across the states, three types of choice programs
are being promoted aggressively: vouchers to attend private schools, tax credit
scholarships, and education savings accounts (ESAs). The people of Wisconsin have
never been able to vote for or against choice programs; legislators are promoting school
choice programs.
In Wisconsin, pupils in grades K-12 with family incomes at the time of initial participation of
less than 300% of the federal poverty level for families residing in the City of Milwaukee or
the Racine Unified School District, or 185% of the federal poverty level for families residing
elsewhere in Wisconsin, (with a $7,000 offset for pupils whose parents or guardians are
married) are eligible to participate in the program. For a family of four, 300% of the federal
poverty level is $73,401 in 2016-17 (or $80,401 if the pupil's parents are married), and
185% of the federal poverty level is $45,263 (or $52,263 if the pupil's parents are married).
In August 2017, for the state program, the Joint Finance Committee voted to raise
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the eligible level to 220% of the poverty level; that is an income of $53,826 plus
$7,00 ($60,826) if the parents are married.
This change means that the state program is not designed for low-income families;
it is expanding to provide state funds to families of all income levels to pay for
private schools.
There is no limit on the number of pupils who can participate in the Milwaukee or Racine
programs. For the statewide program, the total number of pupils residing in a school
district who can participate is limited to no more than 1% of that school district's
prior year membership in 2016-17. Beginning in 2017-18, the participation limit will
increase by one percentage point in each year until the limit reaches 10% in 202526, after which no limit will apply.
State Share: For each pupil attending a choice school in 2016-17, the state pays the
school, on behalf of the pupil's parent or guardian, an amount that is equal to the
lesser of $7,323 if the pupil is enrolled in grades K through 8 or $7,969 if the pupil is
in grades 9 through 12.
The cost of payments from the appropriation for the Milwaukee program is partially offset
by a net reduction (after consideration of aid paid to the City of Milwaukee to defray the
choice levy it raises on behalf of MPS) in the general aid otherwise paid to MPS by an
amount equal to 25.6% of the estimated total cost of the Milwaukee program in 2016-17.
This percentage will be reduced by 3.2% each year until 2024-25, when general aid
payments are no longer reduced to fund the Milwaukee program. Under revenue limits,
districts may levy property taxes to make up for the amount of aid lost due to the net
reduction. Pupils are not included in the district’s membership count for the calculation of
general aids or revenue limits.
For the statewide and Racine private school choice programs, per pupil payments
for continuing pupils (those who first participated in the programs prior to 2015-16)
are fully funded through state GPR. Continuing pupils are not included in their public
school district's membership count for the calculation of those districts' general aids or
revenue limits. Payments for incoming pupils (pupils who first participated in the 2015-16
school year or later) are fully funded through a reduction in the state aid that would
otherwise be paid to those pupils' school districts of residence. To make up for the aid
reduction for incoming pupils, school districts can count incoming choice pupils for general
aids on a prior year basis, and receive a revenue limit adjustment for each pupil in the
current year equal to the aid reduction.
For the 2016-17 school year, 32,800 students participated in the choice programs at
a total cost of $244.6 million dollars. In August 2017, the Joint Finance Committee
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approved spending an additional $30 million for the school choice programs.
Additional information on this program can be found in the Legislative Fiscal Bureau
informational paper entitled “Private School Choice Programs.”

Legal Issues of Public Funding for Private Schools
“An important question is what such programs (voucher-type) mean for a child’s right to an
education... Does a state’s subsidy of private education compromise that state’s ability to
fulfill its obligation to establish and fund public schools consistent with the state’s
constitutional mandate? In other words, at what point, if any, does a state’s funding of
private education subvert its constitutional obligation to provide adequately for public
education, thereby converting a child’s right to an education to merely the right to shop for
an education.”
Reference: Mead, Julie F. (2015). The Right to an Education or the Right to Shop for
Schooling: Examining Voucher Programs in Relation to State Constitutional Guarantees,
Fordham Urban Law Journal, 42, 704-705.
Additional References:
Eckes, Suzanne E., Ulm, Jessica, & Mead, Julie F. (2016). Dollars to Discriminate: The
(Un)intended Consequences of School Vouchers. Peabody Journal of Education, 91(4),
537-558.
Mead, Julie F. & Lewis, Maria M. (2016). The Implications of the Use of Parental Choice
as a Legal ‘Circuit Breaker.’ American Education Research Journal, 53, 100-131. doi:
10.3102/0002831215613561
Mead, Julie F. (2015). Private in Name Only: A Statutory and Constitutional Analysis of
Milwaukee’s Private School Voucher Program, Washington and Lee Journal of Civil Rights
and Social Justice, 21(2), 331-382.

Evaluation of Student Achievement in School Choice Programs
A critical question is “How do students perform academically in voucher programs
compared with students in public schools?”
A narrative review of 13 research studies (from 1998-2015) that employed random
assignment methods showed five studies with positive results for all students
(Washington, DC, Charlotte, NC, and Milwaukee, WI); five studies of data (New York City,
Washington DC, and Dayton, Ohio) showed positive results for African American
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subgroups; two showed no significant results (New York), and one (Louisiana) showed
negative results.
Reference: Egalite, A.J. & Wolf, PJ. (2016). A Review of the Empirical Research on
Private School Choice. Peabody Journal of Education, 91(4), 441-454.
The studies of state voucher programs that have found negative effects are:
●

●

●

●

●

Indiana: Waddington, J. & Berends, M. (2015). Vouchers in the crossroads:
Heterogeneous impacts on student achievement and attendance across private
schools in Indiana. Paper presented to the Association for Public Policy Analysis and
Management.
Louisiana: Abdulkdiroglu, A., Pathak, P., & Walters, C. (2017). Free to choose: Can
school choice reduce student achievement? Cambridge, MS: National Bureau of
Economic Research
Mills, J. & Wolf, P. (2016). The effects of the Louisiana Scholarship Program on
Student achievement after two years. Fayetteville, AR: School Choice Demonstration
Project.
Ohio: Figlio, D. & Karbownik, K. (2016). Evaluation of Ohio’s EdChoice Scholarship
Program: Selection, Competition, and Performance Effects. Washington, DC:
Fordham Foundation.
Washington, DC: Dynarksi, M., Rui, N., Webber, A., Gutmann, B. (2017). Evaluation
of the DC Scholarship Program: Impacts after one year. US Dept. of Ed.

In late June, 2017, both the Indiana and Louisiana results were updated. Read a review by
National Public Radio (NPR).
A research report of the Indiana Choice Scholarship Program is still in peer review for
publication. Approximately 3% (34,000 students) participate in this statewide program that
costs $146 million annually. The study involved 3,300 low-income students in grades 3-8
who used vouchers to switch from public schools to 13 private schools. These students
were matched with similar students who remained in public schools. The results may not
be representative of the entire state program because half of Indiana’s voucher students
had never attended public schools. Many voucher students, especially those lowest
achieving, returned to their public schools. The study of standardized test scores indicate
the following:
After years 1 & 2 -modest losses in math; no benefits in English/Language Arts (E/LA).
After year 4 -in math, students caught up to their peers in public schools; they
surpassed their peers in E/LA.
The Louisiana Scholarship Program paid for almost 7,000 low-income students to attend
private schools in 2012-2013. Most of the participating private schools are low-income, low
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tuition, and Catholic. These are 33% of the total private schools in Louisiana. Almost nine
out of ten voucher students are African-American. Previous evaluations showed that, in
comparison with students who stayed in low performing public schools, voucher students’
achievement in math, science, social studies, and reading declined after the first and
second years of switching. However, after three years, voucher students achieved about
the same as similar students in the public schools on state tests of math and English. A
subset of of lower achieving students at the beginning showed gains in English over public
school peers. Students who left for private schools in lower grades continued to show
losses in math. This lower performance in math is consistent with findings in voucher
programs in Washington, DC, MIlwaukee, Florida, and Ohio.
Reference: Mills, JN & Wolf, PJ. (2017). “How has the Louisiana Scholarship Program
Affected Students?” Education Research Alliance Policy Brief,1-11.
EducationResearchAllianceNOLA.org
Book Reference: Berliner, DG & Glass, GV. (2014). Fifty Myths and Lies that Threaten
America’s Public Schools. New York: Teachers College Press.
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