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The state's top school official has a plan that will both eliminate a property tax credit and cut the amount
of school property taxes you pay.

Confused? Welcome to the bizarre world of Wisconsin public school funding. The plan, recently
proposed by state Superintendent of Public Instruction Tony Evers, may seem contradictory, but on its
face it is good public policy and inches the state closer to a more logical method of paying for public
education.

"The idea is to stop the shell game here," Evers told the Leader-Telegram last week.

But won't eliminating a $900 million credit cause property taxes to rise? No, it won't, because Evers
proposes shifting the money into the pot that contains state school aid, which, unlike the tax credit, has
not grown in recent years. Meanwhile, the caps that limit school districts' tax levies will be reduced by a
proportionate amount.

As long as the proposal works as designed - and lawmakers don't use it as an opportunity for a backdoor
tax increase - the net change in property tax bills across the state will be zero.

"The reason we're doing this is to provide more clarity of what actually goes to schools and what doesn't,"
Evers said. "It's more transparent for the public, and it makes the system more rational."

In the last state budget, for example, lawmakers pumped extra millions into the credit and passed it off as
school aid, even though none of the money actually went for teachers, buildings or textbooks.

The simple change Evers suggested won't cost taxpayers more, but it will make the twisted school funding
system more understandable.

Evers' plan, which he announced last month and intends to expand on by September, contains other
elements that are worthy of consideration as well:
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* Examining all 43 categorical aid programs within the Department of Public Instruction, ensuring they
are worthwhile and possibly consolidating them.

* Ensuring every school district gets a minimum amount of state aid per student. Twenty-one districts
receive no general aid because they are considered too "property rich." However, many of these districts
are in poor rural areas where pricey vacation homes distort the funding formula. (In the tiny Webster
school district in Burnett County, for example, 72 percent of the students qualify for free or reduced-price
lunches, a common measure of poverty.)

* Evers would also like poverty, not just property values, to be used in state aid calculations for all school
districts. "That might have been good 100 years ago, but it's not good anymore," he said of judging a
district's wealth by its property values.

Some of Evers' ideas have yet to be fleshed out, and it remains to be seen whether any of them are
politically viable. But the school chief deserves credit for trying to untangle such knotty issues.

-- Tom Giffey, editorial page editor
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