
A
s you receive this issue of  
Wisconsin School News, a new 
legislative session will be upon 
us — at both the state and 

federal levels.
Between the two, the biggest 

changes will be occurring in Wash-
ington, D.C. The inauguration of 
Donald Trump as president will 
unite control in Republican hands 
for the first time since the presidency 
of George W. Bush, when Republi-
cans controlled both houses of Con-
gress from 2003 to 2007.

The change in the Oval Office 
could signal an end to an era of 
political “gridlock” in Washington, 
but it could also usher in major 
shifts in national education policy. 
Possible changes include converting 
federal education funding into 
general block grants to states (rather 
than for specific programs) and 
broader federal encouragement and 
funding of private school choice 
initiatives, such as vouchers and  
education savings accounts.

While the early days of the new 
Congressional session will be taken 
up with confirmation hearings and 
votes on the new cabinet appointees, 
the first 100 days of the Trump 
administration are expected to be 
extremely active as the new presi-
dent seeks to put his immediate 
stamp on federal policy. Among the 
policies of the previous administra-

tion that could be scrapped or modi-
fied include U.S. Department of 
Agriculture regulations establishing 
nutrition standards for all foods sold 
in school, U.S. Department of Labor 
regulations expanding the ranks of 
non-supervisory employees eligible 
for overtime pay, and U.S. Education 
Department-issued guidance to 
school districts telling them to allow 
transgender students to use the 
restroom and locker rooms matching 
their gender identity.

 | State-Level Outlook
In Madison, where Republicans 
maintain control of the governor’s 
office and the Legislature — with 
even bigger margins in both houses 
— changes are likely to be less dra-
matic. However, support for voucher 
expansion and discussion of educa-
tion savings accounts will likely be  
a feature of the state-level debate as 
well. As of this writing, it is not clear 
whether the lobbying priorities of 
voucher advocates will be to try to 
raise the amount of each voucher 
payment, remove income limits on 
voucher accountability or, perhaps, to 
push for education savings accounts. 

By contrast, the lobbying priori-
ties of the WASB are transparent. 
Each year, the Government Relations 
team works to develop a proposed 
legislative agenda that is submitted 
to the WASB Board of Directors for 

their review and approval. The 
Legislative Agenda is approved 
annually in November by the Board 
of Directors and is guided by the 
resolutions adopted by the WASB 
Delegate Assembly.

The Legislative Agenda is devel-
oped with input from the WASB staff 
taking into account factors such as 
the make-up of the Legislature and 
governor’s office, the state’s fiscal 
condition, and the stated priorities 
of legislators and the governor, as 
well as the likelihood that the WASB 
can partner with other like-minded 
organizations to form a coalition to 
advocate for certain items.

 | WASB Legislative Priorities
This fall, the 2017 WASB Legislative 
Agenda was debated at length and 
approved by the Board of Directors 
at its November 2016 meeting. It is 
posted on our website (wasb.org) 
under the Advocacy and Govern-
ment Relations tab.

The agenda outlines the following 
priorities for the Government Rela-
tions team on which to focus its advo-
cacy efforts during the first year of the 
upcoming 2017-18 legislative session.

1. Preserving Governance of 
Publicly Funded Schools by 
Locally Elected Boards —  
This includes resisting the 
imposition of unfunded state 
mandates on school districts 
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and preserving local board 
governance with respect to the 
scheduling of school district 
referendums.

2. Meeting Unmet Student 
Mental Health Needs That 
Interfere with Student 
Learning — This includes 
support for coordinated efforts 
to secure state grant funding 
for school site-based mental 
health programs, and support 
for districts that wish to allow 
third-party providers to 
provide such services on-site. 
The WASB does NOT support 
any mandate requiring that 
school districts provide on-site 
mental health services. 

3. Providing Necessary Resources 
for Public Schools — This 
includes advocating for: 

 “Catch-up” adjustments of up 
to $200 per pupil (in each year) 
for school district resources to 
keep pace with inflation in 
school district costs; 

 Increasing the low-revenue 
ceiling to allow the state’s 
lowest revenue districts an 
opportunity to catch up with 
higher revenue districts; 

 Linking adjustments in revenue 
limits and/or per-pupil aid and 
the low-revenue ceiling to  
inflation going forward; 

 Allowing districts to fully 
count full-time equivalent 
(FTE) summer school enroll-
ment in revenue limits; 

 Additional funding for high-cost 
pupil transportation aid  
to districts with pupil  
transportation costs that 
exceed 150 percent of the 
statewide average cost per 
pupil and adding a second tier 
to this aid program;

 Increasing special education 
categorical aid so it reimburses 
at least 30 percent of aidable 
costs (up from around  
26.5 percent at present); and

 Increasing high-cost/ 
low-incidence special educa-
tion aid to fully reimburse 
districts for the costs of serving 
any individual pupil with 
disabilities that exceed 
$30,000 for that pupil.

We anticipate that the funding 
requests will be addressed one way 
or another through the state budget 
debate.

 | 2017 Outlook
Much of the first six months of 2017 
will be taken up with debate over the 
state’s biennial budget. The likely 
pattern of events is that the non- 
partisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau will 
update state revenue forecasts in late 
January and the governor will unveil 
his proposed budget in early February. 

From there, the Legislature’s 
16-member Joint Committee on 
Finance will devote the next four 
months to reviewing and reworking 
the governor’s proposed budget. 
Typically, the state Senate and 
Assembly will consider and approve 
the budget in June and will send it to 
the governor to sign or veto provi-
sions in July.

To prepare for the session, the 
Government Relations team has been 
meeting with legislative offices and 
the governor’s office. Along with 
other public education groups we are 
engaged in a new, cooperative and 
collective effort to educate lawmakers 
about key school issues and to high-
light success stories and innovations 
taking place in public schools 
throughout the state. n

Dan Rossmiller is the WASB director of 
government relations. Chris Kulow is the 
WASB government relations specialist.

Follow the Legislative Update 
Updated frequently, this webpage includes:

b Timely and informative updates on state and  
federal legislation.

b Sample materials (talking points, letters, board  
resolutions, etc.) for use in advocacy.

b State bill tracking chart and other  
WASB Resources.

A one-stop shop for everything you need to be an  
informed board member and advocate for your students!
wasblegupdate.wordpress.com
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