Evers starts much-needed conversation
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June 30, 2010

Credit state Superintendent Tony Evers for initiating a long-overdue discussion about how education is
funded in Wisconsin, particularly his timing that forces candidates for governor and the Legislature to
answer questions and take positions in a substantive way that cannot be transferred to a bumper sticker.

Wisconsin's school funding formula is too complicated for simple explanations, which Evers rightfully
points out is one of its fundamental flaws. Last week, he proposed diverting $900 million in property tax
credits for homeowners to school budgets and shifting to a system that distributes funding based on the
number of students qualifying for free or reduced lunches.

What's in it for us? Evers cleverly answers that question with an, "l don't know." The state Department of
Public Instruction has not run an analysis of the numbers and how they would impact individual school
districts partially because the proposal is still in its infancy and because it will inevitably produce winners
and losers. And that is precisely the problem that has gridlocked the issue for more than a decade. There
is enough inertia for the status quo to prevent changes that would be beneficial to districts in Oshkosh
and the Fox Valley that generally have not fared well under the current system.

The deep recession and dramatic decrease in the state's funding for K to 12 schools in the current
biennium budget, which falls well short of the two-thirds commitment, has produced enough pain and
exposed enough critical flaws in the current system to make an education funding overhaul politically
possible.

While there is merit in Evers' open-ended approach to foster debate and discussion and to spark new
ideas and proposals, the devil remains in the details. He needs to provide concrete information for
citizens to evaluate the plan. For example, the $300 million shift is supposed to be tax neutral. Instead of
the aid going to property taxpayers in the form of a credit, the money will go to schools. Yet changes in
the formula that eliminate separate funding for some programs and places less emphasis on property
values in aid distributions conceivably could force some districts to tax less or tax higher to recapture lost
revenues.

Evers already has accomplished his first goal in raising the subject and getting Wisconsin to talk about
ways to improve school funding. Political campaigns, communities, school boards and school groups
need to join the discussion. Doing nothing is no longer an option.
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