
I
n his 2017-19 state budget,  
Governor Scott Walker has pro-
posed a roughly $650 million 
increase in funding for schools, 

which the WASB applauds. The bulk 
of the additional funding, about 
$509 million, is earmarked to 
increase per-pupil aid payments to 
each district by $200 per pupil in the 
first year and $204 per pupil in the 
second year. 

Despite our applause, the ques-
tion of whether that welcomed pro-
posed increase will withstand 
legislative scrutiny and become law 
remains to be seen. This much is 
clear: school leaders will have to 
fight to keep the level of increase 
the governor has proposed. 

It will be important for school 
board members, administrators and 
parents to make a strong showing in 
support of the governor’s proposed 
funding increase at the series of 
public hearings the Joint Finance 
Committee will be holding around 
the state (see schedule on next page).

There are a variety of reasons 
why legislators may choose not to go 
along with the governor’s plan for 
schools. 

Perhaps the biggest reason is 
concern over the sustainability of the 
spending increases for schools and 
other programs over the longer term. 

Overall, the proposed budget 
increases state general fund spending 
by 8.3 percent over the two years. 
While K-12 school aid gets the 
largest single increase, medical assis-
tance for the poor and disabled 
(Medicaid), state property tax 
credits, and the UW System are also 
slated to receive sizable increases.  
In addition, income tax cuts of more 
than $204 million are proposed. 

Some lawmakers fear that 
spending increases of this size could 
put the state into a deficit if the 
economy slows down. They argue 
that they don’t want to have to come 
back later and make cuts should 
state revenues not come in as 
strongly as anticipated. Better to 
leave a bigger cushion and regret 
spending less than to spend more 
and have to risk angering the inter-
ests whose programs might have to 
be cut.

Sustainability fears are fueled in 
part because the governor’s pro-
posed budget spends more than the 
state is expected to take in over the 
next two years. The plan would 
draw down more than $366 million 
from the state’s current balance and 
would end the next budget cycle 
with a slim positive net balance of 
just $11.6 million. 

Some lawmakers who are con-

cerned about the sustainability of 
additional spending, particularly 
Assembly Republicans, are sug-
gesting lawmakers should build the 
new budget from the current year 
budget — called the “base budget” 
in Capitol lingo — rather than from 
the governor’s proposed budget.  
For school leaders, this would mean 
that the Legislature would start with 
no school aid increases on the table 
rather than the $200 and $204 per 
pupil aid increases proposed by the 
governor. School leaders would  
need to convince the Legislature  
to provide an increase.

Working off the base would be 
appealing to lawmakers who would 
like a bigger cut in income taxes 
rather than more spending. It would 
also be appealing to lawmakers who 
want more funding for roads and 
transportation — we’ve frequently 
heard $300 million as their target. 
Where this money will come from 
— given that the governor now says 
he won’t approve any new transpor-
tation taxes — is an open question. 
If it comes from the state’s general 
fund, which is used to pay for school 
aids, this will clearly put the $200 
and $204 increases in per-pupil aid 
at risk.

The push by Assembly Speaker 
Robin Vos (R-Rochester) and 
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Assembly Republicans to work off 
the base budget signals an apparent 
rift between the Republican gov-
ernor and the Republican Speaker. 

As a guest speaker at the WASB  
Day at the Capitol event in March, 
Vos would not commit to the  
governor’s proposed increases and 
stressed that smaller and steadier 
increases are more resistant to  
fluctuations in the national and  
state economies.

During the legislative panel  
discussion, Vos told attendees, “My 
job is to make sure the Legislature is 
a co-equal branch of government and 
that the budget reflects the priorities 
of my caucus. My job is not to just 
salute what the governor proposes.  
If we want to make changes, those 
changes will be made.” 

Vos may have some leverage as 
the budget bill will be taken up first 
by the state Assembly before it goes 
to the state Senate. 

But Senator Luther Olsen 
(R-Ripon), another member of the 
legislative panel, took a different 
view. “The Senate is interested in 
working off the governor’s budget,” 
Olsen said. “We will vote on  
everything. Going off the governor’s 
budget doesn’t tie our hands  
one bit.” 

Sen. Olsen told attendees he 
supports the governor’s proposed 
increases to schools and working 
off the governor’s budget proposal 
rather than base budgeting because 

that would give those increases the 
best chance of being approved. 

Department of Administration 
Secretary Scott Neitzel, who heads 
the agency that puts together the 
governor’s budget, warned that 
efforts in the Legislature to operate 
off base spending levels rather than 
the governor’s proposal could jeop-
ardize the proposed $650 million  
in additional investments in K-12 
public education. 

 “Think of it as going from a 
$650 million increase to zero,”  
said Neitzel. 

Another reason the governor’s 
proposed per-pupil aid increase faces 
tough sledding is that part of the 
increase is contingent upon a plan to 
convert state employees’ health care 
coverage to a self-insurance model. 

Lawmakers have expressed  
widespread reluctance to support  
the switch, prompting Gov. Walker 
to caution that it would be “unwise” 
for them not to support the change.

To preserve the governor’s pro-
posed $200 and $204 increase (or 
even an amount close to that) we 
need to urge lawmakers to support 
this investment in state resources for 
schools. As noted, school board 
members, parents and administra-
tors will need to show up in force  
at the Joint Finance Committee 
hearings around the state.

In total, six public hearings on 
the 2017-19 state budget will be 
held around the state as follows:

b Monday, April 3   
UW-Platteville, Platteville

b Wednesday, April 5   
State Fair Park, Milwaukee

b Friday, April 7  
Berlin High School, Berlin

b Tuesday, April 18  
Spooner High School, Spooner

b Wednesday, April 19  
Ellsworth High School,  
Ellsworth

b Friday, April 21  
Marinette High School,  
Marinette

Note: Start times had not been 
announced as of this writing.  
Watch for more information in the 
WASB Legislative Update blog at 
wasblegupdate.wordpress.com.

Again, we can’t emphasize 
enough how important it is that 
public school leaders attend and 
speak out in favor of the governor’s 
proposed per-pupil aid increases.  
It is critically important that as 
many school advocates as possible 
testify at these hearings to preserve 
the investments included in the 
governor’s proposal. n

Dan Rossmiller is the WASB Government 
Relations Director.

Chris Kulow is the WASB Government  
Relations Specialist.
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