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Working Together
Event brings school finance experts together,  
provides opportunity for discussion

T
he WASB, in partnership 
with the Wisconsin Associ-
ation of School Business 
Officials (WASBO), hosted 
a special day-long seminar 

in Stevens Point on March 3 focused 
on school finance issues.

One session placed attendees in 
small groups and led them through  
a hands-on activity to help them 
understand the variables and 
nuances of financing public schools. 
The activity, developed by the 
WASB, WASBO, and the Wisconsin 
School Public Relations Association 
(WSPRA) centered on a large, col-
orful diagram of a school. The dif-
ferent stakeholders, revenue streams 
and systems within the school are 
represented in the diagram. In small 
groups, attendees discussed the 
relationships between the different 
stakeholders and how the school 
systems are affected by different 
revenue streams.

“This activity presents the sub-
systems within the total school 
system,” Woody Wiedenhoeft, 
WASBO executive director, said.  
“It will allow you to see the bigger 
picture in your district.”

Some of the most revealing 
school finance discussions took place 
during a special presentation that 
involved a host of representatives 
with different perspectives on Wis-
consin school finance solutions. The 
session began with an overview of 
Wisconsin’s current school finance 

picture from Legislative Fiscal 
Bureau Director Bob Lang. Among 
other observations, Lang pointed out 
the dramatic decrease in per-pupil 
funding, the decrease in value in the 
median home, and politicians’ reluc-
tance to raise taxes.

WASB Government Relations 
Director Dan Rossmiller pointed out 
the implications of Lang’s observa-
tions, “I think you can see from his 
presentation the shift in state support 
for public schools. The proportion no 
longer funded by the state is now 

coming from local property taxes.”
Bambi Statz, director of the  

Wisconsin Association for Equity  
in Funding, provided background  
on Wisconsin’s school finance 
picture and called for a modification 
or elimination of state-imposed 
revenue limits. Statz also presented 
data that showed the state’s prop-
erty-rich districts were unequally 
benefitting from levy credits. She 
said a return to direct equalization 
aid would provide a more fair 
system of school funding.

“The resources that are provided for our schools are not enough.”
— Jack Norman, The Institute for Wisconsin’s Future

In small groups, attendees participated in an interactive activity designed to 
help people better understand the complexity of financing public schools.
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Jack Norman, research director 
for the Institute for Wisconsin’s 
Future, continued the conversation, 
calling for a statewide investment in 
public education, “The resources 
that are provided for our schools are 
not enough.” he said. Norman listed 
a number of options that would 
provide the $335 million yearly 
funding needed for State Superinten-
dent Tony Evers’ Fair Funding for 
Our Future plan. These options 
include increasing tax rates on yearly 
incomes above $200,000, which 
Norman said, could generate $150 
million. Another option, Norman 
presented would be to restore the 
$177 million in tax cuts for corpora-
tions and investors.

Ken Bates, superintendent of the 
Green Lake School District and a 
member of the Fair Aid Coalition, 
presented a different take on the 
state’s school finance picture. The 
Fair Aid Coalition calls for an 
increase in state aid for all school 
districts, particularly categorical 
aids, which would allow districts to 

lower its burden on local taxpayers. 
As Bates pointed out, while his 
district is property rich, many of his 
students qualify for free and 
reduced-priced meals.

Assistant State Superintendent 
Brian Pahnke presented Evers’ Fair 
Funding for Our Future plan, which 
offers a revised school funding plan 
while not increasing property taxes. 
Among other initiatives, the plan 
seeks to maintain the current growth 
in revenue limits, introduce a 
poverty factor into the equalization 
aid formula, redirect school levy 
credits into general school aids, 
which Pahnke said increases trans-
parency, while creating a minimum 
per-pupil aid to ensure that all dis-
tricts benefit from the changes.

Each of the different presenta-
tions sparked questions from 
attendees.

In other sessions, Bob Avery from 
the Department of Public Instruction 
(DPI) and Bob Borch from PMA 
Financial Network, Inc., provided an 
overview of the school fiscal year 

and covered some school finance 
resources that the DPI has devel-
oped. Borch and Michele Wiberg, 
also of PMA Financial Network, 
Inc., led a discussion on school 
referendums, covering the different 
kinds of referendums, when to hold 
a referendum and what to do after a 
referendum.

Brian Kahl of the DPI led a 
session on school district audits. 
Among other topics, he addressed 
the importance of establishing a 
good anti-fraud program. Craig 
Hubbell, WASB staff counsel, led a 
packed session on how the latest 
changes to employment and labor 
law (e.g. Act 10) affects school dis-
tricts. Hubbell led school leaders 
through base wage increase calcula-
tions and answered questions from 
school leaders.

WASB GoLD Director Deb Gurke 
and Kit Dailey of Eppstein Uhen 
Architects tied the pieces together 
from the day’s sessions and led an 
energetic workshop on building trust 
in your school district. n

Fully aware that Congress has been slow to act on 
rewriting the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), the  
decade-old federal law establishing the accountability frame-
work that made Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) a household 
word, a group of WASB leaders traveled to our nation’s 
capital in early February to lobby Wisconsin members  
of Congress.

The WASB leaders met personally with nine of the  
10 members of Wisconsin’s Congressional delegation  
and made a personal pitch to reauthorize the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), or NCLB, and to  
maintain funding for Title I and IDEA, the two major  
sources of federal funding for public schools. 

One of those members was Congressman Thomas  
Petri (R-Fond du Lac), ranking majority party member of  
the House Committee on Education and the Workforce.  
On Feb. 28, that committee voted to move its ESEA/NCLB 
reauthorization bill out of committee so it can be debated by 
the full House. The bill would repeal flawed NCLB account-
ability provisions, such as AYP,  the sanctions that go along 
with it, and other burdensome requirements in current law. 
The WASB supported this action as a step toward ensuring 
that ESEA reauthorization can be completed this year. 

Although the U.S. Department of Education has offered 
states and local school districts relief from many require-

ments under NCLB through a waiver process, and Wisconsin 
has applied for such a waiver, WASB first vice president 
Nancy Thompson, of Waterloo, told lawmakers waivers are 
not a substitute for ESEA reauthorization. 

“While we welcome the regulatory relief available through 
these waivers,” said Thompson, “that relief is temporary 
and could disappear if Congress adopts contrary provisions 
in the reauthorization.” N

Standing Up for Wisconsin Schools

A delegation from the WASB met with Senator Herb Kohl 
(center) while in Washington D.C. From left: Patrick Sherman, 

Genoa City J2 (region 13); Dan Rossmiller, government 
relations director; Nancy Thompson, Waterloo (region 12);  
Stu Olson, Shell Lake (region 1); John Ashley, executive 

director; Florence Hyatt, Onalaska (region 6); Tim Sivertson, 
Elk Mound (region 4); Mary Janssen, Little Chute (region 7); 

and Colin Butler, Kettle Moraine (region 11).
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