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The Neenah Joint School District (NJSD) is facing budgetary uncertainty going into the 2025-2026 school year after the bi-annual Wisconsin State Budget didn’t increase any state aid to school districts.
The costs of running a school district have continued to increase due to inflation over the past few years and state aid is not keeping up with those costs. Jon Joch, the chief financial officer for NJSD, said they are seeing increases to their utilities, the price of their employee packages and increases to the price of supplies it takes to run a school district. 
School districts are aided by the number of pupils they have enrolled, but the number of students isn’t increasing fast enough to keep up with inflation. Joch said they have to get creative with their solutions so they can figure out how to serve the same number of students and staff with less money. 
“We’re trying to do at least the same if not more for our children, but we’re doing it with less resources,” Joch said. 
Wisconsin schools have been pushed toward operational referendum as school districts struggle to find the money needed to run their schools. Steve Harrison, district administrator and superintendent, said NJSD is going to exhaust every possibility before moving to a referendum.
“In my first year as superintendent, that’s something that was really made clear to me at the listening sessions, is that’s not something our community would really like to pursue at this time,” Harrison said. 
The bi-annual budget increased the reimbursement rate for high-cost special education expenses for children whose care exceeds $30,000. In 2025-26, the rate will increase from 26% to 50%, and in 2026-27, the rate will increase to 90%. Right now, NJSD is transferring about $9 million from the general fund to keep the special education in the black. The reimbursement rate increase will save the general fund about $1 million, but district administration was hoping for more. 
“That was clearly a very predominant theme from the Joint Finance Committee listening sessions and within special education, just being such a complex and broad area, one student alone could potentially require six figures worth of resources,” Harrison said. “And that’s just one student, so to speak of it generically really doesn’t accurately describe the challenges that districts face.” 
Joch said that people don’t fully understand that public schools are required to educate everybody and they can’t turn anyone away for their needs. Private schools have more of an ability to do so. 
The private school system is also complicating budgeting for NJSD. School choice vouchers have been increasing every year since 2022, and last year NJSD paid $3,877,146 toward voucher costs. The projected cost for this school year is $4,603,804, significantly impacting resources for children in the public schools. 
“Approximately over four million of taxpayer dollars are going directly to our private schools and not to our public schools, and that’s not apparent on tax bills,” Harrison said. 
As of this year, NJSDs budget is stable, but Joch said that can change in a year. The biggest reason they have been able to stay out of operational referendum is their strict staffing models. Staffing is three-quarters of the total budget, so when one person leaves, that position doesn’t always get filled. 
“That’s not always a popular answer,” Harrison said. “Certainly, among staff we understand there’s needs everywhere, but it’s because of the being disciplined that we’re able to say we’re relatively stable versus seeing in some districts, you’re seeing decreased enrollment and increase in staffing and those trends are going the wrong way.” 
Schools all over Wisconsin have been seeing major decreases in enrollment, but NJSD has been relatively stable for the past 30 years. Joch said they would love to increase enrollment because state aid dollars are dependent on the number of pupils, but that isn’t realistic right now. 
“That’s why some people get really frustrated because we’re trying to work with a system that was designed 30, 35, 40 years ago, and it may not be the best way to make things work today,” Joch said. “And so statewide enrollment is dropping, families just aren’t having as many kids, and if that is how you’re going to aid schools, you’re going to constantly be losing aid.” 
Harrison said that regardless of the budget, NJSD is committed to providing students with the most care possible. 
“We’re not looking to cut positions,” Harrison said. “We continue to prioritize positions that are as closet to our students” 
The NJSD will have a better understanding of the budgetary impact of the biannual budget bill come October when the state provides each district with their upcoming aid numbers.

