State superintendent proposes school funding reforms
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Stepping into the hornet's nest that is the battle over school funding in Wisconsin, state
Superintendent of Public Instruction Tony Evers proposed a finance reform package Thursday that
would increase general school aid by almost $900 million and establish a minimum level of state aid for
every student, regardless of whether they come from wealthy or poor districts.

The collection of proposals is meant to spark debate about school finance reform before Evers'
introduces his 2011-13 state budget proposal in September. Ultimately, any change to the funding
system would have to be taken up by the state Legislature, which is currently on recess until after the
fall elections.

Kathy Dahl, the Altoona school district business manager, believes something needs to be done to
address shortcomings of the school funding formula.

"It's terribly unfair to a lot of school districts," she said.

However, putting school funding on property owners is "a really big burden" on taxpayers, said Dahl,
who hopes something will be done to provide some relief.

Evers acknowledged the history of failed school funding reform efforts in Wisconsin. In the long run, he
said, the new framework's proposals have the ability to save teacher jobs and help minimize other cuts
that have become routine in districts in recent years.

"We're continually eroding, piece by piece, our system that was good," Evers said. "We have to close
the achievement gap."

The revisions Evers wants to see the state Legislature make to the complex funding formula center
around reallocating $897 million that homeowners get as part of a school levy tax credit and putting
that into the general pot for state aid to schools.

However, because districts' revenue caps would remain in place, they wouldn't necessarily have more
money to spend, said Todd Berry, president of the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance.

"If you give schools more state aid, but the revenue cap is not adjusted upward, that is not more
money for schools," he said.

Evers recognizes that, and said he's also proposing a guaranteed minimum increase every year in both
school aid (state money) and the revenue limit (how much districts can spend). He said the amount of
that increase has not been decided.



Evers also wants to make sure the number of low-income children in a district is used to partially
determine how much state aid a district gets. Currently, districts with more property wealth receive
less state aid, but that doesn't serve areas of the state with high-priced vacation homes and large
populations of year-round residents living in poverty, he said.

"A formula based on property wealth is simply outdated," Evers said.

For example, about 20 school districts did not get any state aid in the past school year, despite having,
on average, about 40 percent of their students living in poverty.

Evers' proposals also aim to protect school districts from drastic drops in state aid from one year to the
next. In 2009-10, about 100 districts in the state saw their state aid drop by 15 percent in one year,
Evers said. He added that he'd like to limit the amount districts could potentially lose in one year to 5
percent or 10 percent.

The DPI's new framework, known as "Fair Funding for our Future," would also consolidate the various
funding streams the state has for programs ranging from Project Lead the Way to special education
and group them into a smaller number of categories based on broader headings, such as turning
around struggling schools.

John Ashley, executive director of the Wisconsin Association of School Boards, applauded Evers for
coming forward with a framework to address the need for a fair and sustainable school funding
system.

"The state superintendent has put forward a framework for providing resources to schools in a difficult
budget climate," Ashley said in a statement. "He has begun a conversation that is long overdue and

needs to occur."

Evers said he will gather a coalition of supporters of the new framework, in the hopes of getting the
state Legislature to pick it up.

Evers called the school levy tax credits a "shell game" because although the money counts toward
funding the state government's two-thirds portion of school costs, it doesn't go to teach children.

"Districts don't get any of that money," he said. "That money goes to the municipalities to reduce the
property tax burden."

School Funding
State payments to Wisconsin public school districts are a much-discussed topic these days.
The payment method starts with general aid, the state's largest pool of education funding for

kindergarten-through-12th grade. That aid gets distributed through a formula that sends more money
to lower-spending districts with less property wealth.



Under the state's education funding system, two-thirds of school funding is to come from the state,
and the rest is to come from local property taxes. The state has backed away from funding its full
portion in recent years.

School districts, meanwhile, operate under state-imposed revenue caps, or limits on how much they
can spend each year on general operations. A formula determines how much those revenue caps are
to increase each year.

Meanwhile, legislators have put more money into something known as school levy tax credits, which
help reduce property tax bills. Wealthier communities with higher taxes typically get larger school levy
tax credits.
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