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ith certain exceptions, ever 
since the 2002-03 school year, 
a state law has prohibited a 
school district from beginning 

fall classes until Sept. 1.   
However, that could change 

under legislation proposed by state 
Rep. Jim Ott (R-Mequon) and Sen. 
Alberta Darling (R-River Hills).

If enacted, Assembly Bill 267 — 
and its companion bill (Senate Bill 
228) — would eliminate the prohibi-
tion and return decision making about 
the start of the academic term 
to school boards, beginning in 
the 2014-15 school year.

The notion of a state- 
dictated start to the school 
calendar began with the 
state’s tourism lobby. It 
gained momentum in 1985, 
when lawmakers enacted a uniform 
Sept. 1 start date for all University of 
Wisconsin (UW) System campuses. 
Tourism-related businesses argued 
that starting classes before Labor Day 
interrupted the steady supply of 
college-age workers they needed, 
leaving tourist businesses short-
handed before the vacation season 
ended. Eventually, they settled on 
Sept. 1 as a compromise.

Efforts to impose a similar limita-
tion on K-12 schools were resisted 
until 2001, when legislative gridlock 
stalled passage of the state budget. 
The addition of a Sept. 1 start date 
restriction for public schools helped 
garner support for budget passage 
among lawmakers who represented 
tourist areas. To the chagrin of many 
school leaders, the law has been in 
effect ever since, and maintaining the 
law has been a priority issue for 
Wisconsin’s tourism industry.

“One of the first things I did after 
I was elected to the state Assembly 
in 2006 was to visit a number of 
school superintendents in my  

district,” explains Ott, adding, 
“Every superintendent that I talked 
to was in favor of doing away with 
the Sept. 1 start date and giving 
control over the start of instruction 
back to local school boards. They 
were unanimous that this would be 
beneficial to school districts.”

As a result, Rep. Ott introduced a 
bill in the 2007-08 legislative session 
(2007 Assembly Bill 585) to repeal 
the start date limitation; however, 
the bill was not passed.

In the 2009-10 session, Rep. Ott 
did not reintroduce the bill but 
deferred to Democrats, who con-
trolled both houses. Sen. John 
Lehman, a Racine Democrat, who 
was then chair of the Senate Educa-
tion Committee, introduced a bill, 
but it also was not passed.  

Despite the bills not passing Ott 
says, “The fact that bills have been 
authored by members of both polit-
ical parties shows this is a bipartisan 
concern. The issue should be raised 
and discussed. I don’t think school 
boards will make dramatic changes 
if the bill passes.” He thinks most 
boards would likely start classes on 
the last Monday in August, for 
example.

Although he’s not optimistic this 
session’s bill will pass both houses, 
Ott says he’s pretty sure the 
Assembly version of the bill will 
receive a hearing. The bill has been 
referred to the Assembly Committee 
on Tourism, chaired by Rep. Dean 
Kaufert (R-Neenah). (In past legisla-
tive sessions, the respective tourism 

committees in each house is where 
similar bills have been sent to die.)

Ott says support for the bill will 
likely differ in tourist areas and 
non-tourist areas. He acknowledges 
that senators and representatives 
that represent areas where tourism is 
a major industry probably won’t be 
as much in favor of the bill as those 
who don’t represent such areas.

“I’m not adverse to the tourism 
industry or its interests,” Ott says. 
“It’s one of the top two or three 

industries in our state and  
a vital part of our economy.  
I disagree with the funda-
mental premise that starting 
school on the last Monday in 
August is going to have a 
negative effect on tourism in 
Wisconsin because most 

school districts would begin summer 
vacation earlier as well.

“At the high school level, most 
kids are involved in fall sports or other 
extracurricular activities by mid-Au-
gust,” Ott said. “But current law says 
school boards can’t start the academic 
side of school until Sept. 1.”

Ott says he’s heard from quite a 
few school superintendents since he 
introduced the bill and all have been 
supportive.

“To this day,” Ott says, “I have 
yet to hear from anyone associated 
with schools, whether administrators 
or board members, say that giving 
control over the start date back to 
local boards is not a good thing.”

Some school leaders are looking 
to go beyond just repealing the start 
date law.

Randy Guttenberg, Waunakee 
district administrator, says his board 
supports eliminating the Sept. 1 start 
date law and the 180 days of instruc-
tion requirement as well, adding, 
“We’re looking for maximum flexi-
bility at the local level.
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“One frustration,” says Gutten-
berg, “is that with the Sept. 1 start 
date in place — and depending on 
when the holidays fall — in order to 
get in 180 days of instruction, the 
end of the school year gets closer to 
mid-June.”

Indeed, most Wisconsin school 
districts began the 2012-13 school 
year on Sept. 4 and ended between 
June 7 and June 14. Many large 
school districts, including Milwaukee 
and its surrounding suburbs, ended 
school between June 12 and 14.

“Given when school ends,” says 
Guttenberg, “trying to fit in a six-
week summer school pushes us into 
early August. So for teachers who 
both teach summer school and coach 
fall sports, it can be a challenge to fit 
in a vacation. Eliminating the start 

date, plus allowing us to work with 
just the minutes and hours of 
instruction would give our school 
board greater ability to work with 
teachers and administrative staff [to 
better attract and retain quality 
people]. The more flexibility we 
have, the more creative we can be.”

Deb Kerr, district administrator in 
Brown Deer, argues that the school 
calendar should depend on the educa-
tional needs of the community. She 
says that, in addition to repeal of the 
start date law, her board would like 
to see flexibility regarding the length 
of the school year based on the aca-
demic needs of students.

Kerr notes that particular students 
may not need “seat time” to develop 
or demonstrate mastery or proficiency 
in a subject, especially at higher grade 

levels. And, as the use of online 
courses and project-based learning 
increases, Kerr observes that students 
need not be in front of a teacher.

For other students who are not at 
grade level, Kerr says extending the 
school year beyond 180 days could 
provide opportunities for both 
enrichment and accelerated learning. 
According to Kerr, “learning should 
be the constant, and time should be 
the variable.”

Kerr says an Arizona model that 
allows a district to increase its mem-
bership count by a factor tied to the 
number of instructional days beyond 
180 could provide additional state 
aid to help districts fund the longer 
school year.  n
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Currently, a school 
board may not offi-
cially begin its school 
term before Sept. 1.  

A board can, however, do a number of things before 
Sept. 1. These include: holding athletic contests or 
practices; scheduling in-service days or work days; and 
offering specialized programming and activities for 
targeted groups of pupils. In addition, the start date 
law does not prohibit a school board from holding 
school year-round.

A school board may commence a school term prior 
to Sept. 1 only if it submits a written request to the 
Department of Public Instruction (DPI) asking for an 
earlier school start date, and the DPI determines that 
there are extraordinary reasons for granting the 
request. The request must generally be submitted by 
Jan. 1 prior to the beginning of the school term unless 
an extraordinary event occurs after the Jan. 1 deadline.

The board must adopt its request as a written resolu-

tion. The request and the resolution must include: the 
reasons for and relevant facts relating to the request.  
If an extraordinary event or a chronology of events took 
place leading to the request, the request and resolu-
tion must state what those events were. 

Extraordinary reasons include, but are not limited to:

• major construction projects that cause the 
school term to be altered and necessitate an 
earlier start date for the entire district;

• closure of school due to forces of nature, code 
violations, or environmental orders; and

• excessive costs associated with the transporta-
tion of pupils who attend private schools that 
start prior to Sept. 1. 

A limited exception may be available for a high 
school that is participating in the International Bacca-
laureate program; however, this exception does not 
apply to any other elementary, middle, junior high, or 
high school(s) operated by the school district. N
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