
2015-17 State Budget Signed Into Law

 G
overnor Walker signed the 
2015-17 state budget into law on 
July 12. We take a look at what 
we’ve labelled the “Good, the 

Bad and the Ugly” in the new budget.

 | The GOOD…
Funding Restored and Increased 
Slightly. The budget restores nearly 
$127 million in Per Pupil Aid 
funding in the first year that had 
been slated to be cut, and it adds 
$100 per pupil to this aid in the 
second year, a net increase of  
$84.1 million over the base-level 
funding for per-pupil aid.

Help for Rural Schools. The budget 
provides additional resources for rural 
schools by increasing funding for:

b Sparsity Aid by $8.4 million 
over the biennium.

b High-Cost Pupil Transportation 
categorical aid by $5 million 
over the biennium.

The pupil transportation reim-
bursement rate for districts trans-
porting children more than 12 miles 
increases from $275 to $300 per pupil.

The budget also authorizes school 
districts to use whole-grade sharing 
agreements to achieve greater econo-
mies, which could help rural districts 
willing to adopt this approach with 
neighboring districts. 

In a surprise move, legislators 
continued the state-run Local Govern-
ment Property Insurance Fund, an 
insurer of last resort for some rural 
school districts.

Support for Instructional Innovation. 
“TEACH 2.0” provisions in the 
budget should help small and rural 
districts meet their technology needs 
by allowing districts to request addi-
tional data lines and video links, and 
by authorizing grants to districts for 
telecommunications access, infra-
structure, and teacher training. 

A new grant program will fund 
purchases of equipment used in fabri-
cation laboratories (“fab labs”) for 
instructional/educational purposes by 

K-12 students.

Educational Options for Public School 
Students. The budget improves access 
to open enrollment for students with 
disabilities. Beginning in 2016-17, the 
open enrollment transfer amount 
increases to $12,000 and resident 
districts may not deny requests on  
the basis of undue financial burden.  
A $5 million boost in high-cost special 
education aid in 2016-17 could ease 
the burden on non-resident districts 
accepting additional special needs 
pupils via open enrollment. 

The budget retains the Course 
Options Program but permits institu-
tions of higher education to charge 
tuition and fees to a pupil or the pupil’s 
parents, if the pupil will receive post-
secondary credit for successfully com-
pleting the class.

Flexibility for Districts. The budget 
permits districts to choose their own 
reading readiness screeners and con-
tinues to fund their cost, allows 
common and union high school 
boards to sell district property no 
longer needed by the district without 
annual meeting authorization, and 
exempts school districts from the 
state’s prevailing wage law, effective 
January 1, 2017.

 | The BAD…
Geographic Representation for 
Racine Unified School Board. The 
budget requires the Racine Unified 
School Board to adopt, by resolution, 
a representation plan for electing its 
members from geographically appor-
tioned districts before November 1, 
2015, a serious interference with local 
control prerogatives of the duly-elected 
school board and residents of the 
district.

Alternative Assessments. The budget 
requires DPI to request a federal 
waiver to allow the state to approve 
three to five assessments that could  
be used by districts, “2r” charters,  
and voucher schools as an alternative 
to the test adopted by the state  
superintendent.  

If the state receives a waiver, the  
Value-Added Research Center at 
UW-Madison would be paid $750,000 
to identify and approve alternative 
assessments. This provision was 
adopted over WASB’s protest that the 
easiest, fairest, most accurate and most 
straight-forward comparisons occur 
when all students take the same test at 
the same time and under the same 
conditions. 

Civics/Citizenship Assessment 
Requirement for High School Gradua-
tion. Beginning in 2016-17, no public 
school, independent charter or private 
voucher school may grant a high 
school diploma to a student who  
does not successfully complete a 
100-question civics assessment  
by correctly answering at least 60 
questions. Students with an individual 
education plan must take, but need not 
successfully complete, the test. 

School boards agree on the need to 
promote civic education. However, 
locally elected boards, and not the 
state, should decide whether passing 
this test is the best way to encourage 
good citizenship among a district’s 
graduates. 

Participation in Athletics and 
Extra-Curricular Activities. The budget 
requires all public school athletics and 
extra-curricular programs to give equal 
access to district residents who are 
homeschooled, and requires school 
boards to accept, without question or 
challenge, a written statement from the 
parent of a homeschool student that 
the student is eligible for participation 
based on age and academic and disci-
plinary records.

A provision that a school district 
may not be a member of an athletic 
association (WIAA) unless the associa-
tion requires member districts to allow 
homeschool students to participate in 
athletics in the district was removed by 
a governor’s veto. However, the impact 
of this veto is unclear as it left intact the 
requirement that districts must, by state 
law, permit a homeschool pupil who 
resides in the district to participate in 
interscholastic athletics.
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 | The UGLY…
Opportunity Schools and  
Partnership Program (OSPP, aka, 
“MPS Takeover”). These provisions 
allow a commissioner appointed by 
the Milwaukee County Executive to 
take over low-performing schools in 
the Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) 
district, removing them from the 
governance of the MPS board. This 
commissioner, free of state and local 
regulations other than for health, 
safety, special education and 
non-discrimination, may then imple-
ment turnaround plans at those 
schools, including utilizing indepen-
dent charter, nonsectarian private 
voucher operators or others selected 
through a request for proposals 
(RFP) process to run these schools. 
The Commissioner would act inde-
pendently of the MPS Board.

The provisions hand over up to 
three of the lowest-performing MPS 
schools (or vacant or “underuti-
lized” MPS school buildings) to the 
commissioner in the first two years, 
with up to five of the lowest-per-
forming MPS schools or vacant or 
underutilized MPS school buildings 
to be handed over each year there-
after. The commissioner becomes the 
agent of a lease with the City of 
Milwaukee, taking possession and 
exercising care, control and manage-
ment of all land, buildings, facilities 
and other property that would be 
part of a school transferred to the 
program, and would be the conduit 
through which “education opera-
tors” would transmit their letters of 
interest in purchasing MPS buildings 
and facilities. 

The provisions make other 
sweeping changes, including giving 
the MPS Superintendent powers that 
parallel those given to the commis-
sioner with regard to low-per-
forming schools. Other “parallel 
provisions” would allow a similar 
commissioner to be established in 
other Wisconsin urban school dis-
tricts that meet specified criteria. 

Private School Voucher Expansion. 
The budget lifts the cap on statewide 
voucher enrollment but caps partici-
pation by pupils residing in any 
given district at 1 percent of that 
district’s prior-year enrollment.  
This initial cap increases by 1 
percent each year beginning in 
2017-18 until it hits 10 percent in 

2025-26, after which there will be 
no limit.

While the budget provides some 
additional state funding for public 
schools, $48 million of that will be 
siphoned off to fund statewide 
voucher expansion through a 
“money follows the child” mecha-
nism. Each district’s general aid will 
be reduced by an amount equal to 
the total voucher amounts attribut-
able to “incoming” pupils to a 
voucher program who reside in that 
district. If the district does not 
receive enough general aid to cover 
the reduction, the remaining 
amount will come out of other state 
aid received by the district. Districts 
cannot levy to backfill the aid 
reduction.

“Incoming” pupils to the Racine 
and statewide voucher programs in 
2015-16 and thereafter can be fully 
counted by their resident school 
district for general aids and revenue 
limits, including for their first year in 
a voucher program.

The new funding mechanism 
suggests the role of local school 
boards will increasingly become one 
of raising property taxes to support 
students that are not educated in  
district schools. This funding 
method will mask the true cost of 
the voucher program by eliminating 
the separate state appropriation  
that funds vouchers and instead 
“wash” the dollars used to fund 
vouchers through the aid formula 
for public schools. Taxpayers will 
subsidize private schools not gov-
erned by locally elected boards,  
and not required to operate trans-
parently. 

It is unclear how the state can 
sustainably add thousands of new 
private school voucher students and 
additional costs without negatively 
impacting public school funding, 
especially when nearly 86 percent of 
new voucher recipients already 
attend private schools.

Special Education Vouchers.  
The budget creates a special needs 
voucher program, beginning in 
2016-17, for students with an indi-
vidual education plan who meet 
certain conditions, including that 
they: a) have recently applied to 
attend a public school in one or 
more nonresident school districts 
under open enrollment — including 

in the same year for which they 
apply for a voucher — and their 
open enrollment application was 
rejected without a successful appeal; 
and b) that they attend a Wisconsin 
public school for at least a portion 
of the 2015-16 school year. No 
income eligibility requirements 
apply. The voucher amount is 
$12,000 per year, funded via a 
similar but not identical “money 
follows the child” mechanism as that 
used for statewide vouchers. Recipi-
ents would not initially be fully 
counted by their resident district for 
revenue limit purposes.

Special needs vouchers will 
deprive special education students 
and their parents of important due 
process rights and other enforceable 
legal rights. With vouchers fixed at 
$12,000 (adjusted for inflation), 
there is a disincentive for private 
schools to accept students with 
significant disabilities. As a result, 
public schools will likely serve 
higher concentrations of students 
with significant disabilities.

Additional Charter School  
Authorizers. The budget allows an 
existing independent charter school 
operator to open additional schools 
if all the schools it operates rank in 
one of the top two categories on the 
most recent school report cards. It 
also allows five new entities (UW 
System, Waukesha County, Gateway 
Technical College, College of 
Menominee Nation; and the Lac 
Courte Oreilles Ojibwa Community 
College) to authorize independent 
charter schools. 

These additional independent 
charters would be funded using a 
“money follows the child” like the 
one used for special needs vouchers.  
State aid equal to the per-pupil 
payment for “incoming” independent 
charter enrollees will be withheld 
from the district of residence and the 
district could not levy to backfill  
that aid reduction. However, those 
“incoming” students would not 
initially be fully counted by their 
resident district for revenue limit 
purposes. n

For a more complete summary  
of budget provisions affecting K-12 public 
education, see the WASB Budget Chart at:  
http://bit.ly/1SxjBQv
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