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School district will lose state funded aid, rely more on taxpayers 

By Anya Kelley
Winneconne News 
Wisconsin’s state budget is causing anxiety amongst educators as state general aid is set to decline and increased pressure is put on property taxes across the state. 
The budget does not increase any general state aid to school districts in Wisconsin. Instead, the state approved a $325 per pupil increase to the revenue limit. A revenue limit sets how much a district can make through general state aid and property taxes for the general fund. 
“State general aid is the largest part of the state budget and probably the most watched,” District Administrator Peggy Larson said in an email. “Districts operate on a combination of general aid, categorical aid (for special programs), local property taxes and smaller amounts from other sources, including from the federal government.”
With no increase to the state general aid coming, districts are forced to make their taxpayers pay for the $325 per pupil increase. According to an article published by the Wisconsin Education Association Council, 60% of schools are set to lose their state aid by next year, and the Winneconne Community School District (WCSD) is one of them.
The loss in aid comes from the value of property in Winneconne increasing exponentially in the past few years. Monika Knapp, the director of business services for the WCSD, said the area is considered wealthy, and when the formula for distributing aid was first introduced, lawmakers thought the taxpayers in wealthy areas would be able to bear the burden of higher property taxes. 
“The percent of dollars contributed to the district budget by taxpayers of WCSD will increase and the state’s percentage of support to the district will decrease,” Larson said. “The total funds the district receives won’t change; it is just a matter of who is paying what percentage.”
Last year, WCSD transferred $2 million from the general fund to the special education fund to help cover the costs. The budget will increase the amount of money given to special education funding by increasing the reimbursement rate to 45% by 2027. For children with needs exceeding $30,000, the rate will go from 26% to 50% in 2026, and from 50% to 90% in 2027.
“Yep, it’s going to help, but it still doesn’t cover the cost of special ed,” Larson said. 
This will be the first year that WCSD could potentially claim high-cost aid according to the new budget. Only 3% of students in the state fall into that category, and in a small district like WCSD, there might not be any. 
“A lot of them are just bumping up against $30,000 or are below it,” Knapp said. 
Knapp said she thinks the $30,000 looks good on paper, but in practice, it won’t benefit many children, and there are other lower cost special ed kids who need aid, too. 
For many districts, special education costs can determine whether they need an operational referendum to keep the doors open. The increased reimbursement rate will help WCSD keep special ed out of the red while reducing the amount of money that is needed from the general fund. 
Districts in Wisconsin are constantly relying on referendums to help fund their schools. Larson called the referendum cycle “the demise of Wisconsin.”
“We dread the possibility looking forward of going to operation referendum,” Larson said. “They’re hard to sell. I’m not saying that a school is easy to sell, but when your school’s falling apart, we know that we have to go to referendum for that. People say things like well ‘save your money.’ Well, we can’t. We get dinged when we save our money.” 
Another budget factor is how many students are in the entire district, and like the rest of Wisconsin, Winneconne has seen declining enrollment in the past few years. Open enrollment has been the biggest reason WCSD has not had to move to an operational referendum. 
Knapp said right now, WCSD is at a healthy fund balance and could handle a deficit for a few years depending on how large the hits are, but this budget is making it harder to plan for the future. 
This budget has largely been called a compromise between political parties and educators alike, and Larson and Knapp agree. 
“I guess my tone is I am thankful for whatever,” Larson said. “I don’t want to be ungrateful; I don’t have an opinion. I’m glad they got it done. Sometimes we don’t have a budget when we’re starting school.”
Larson said that everyone must compromise and be mindful and working together is a crucial part of keeping the education system in Wisconsin afloat. 
“Did we get everything we want? We never do,” Larson said. “Who does? No one.” 
Right now, Larson’s biggest concern is about the state of responsibility and who will have to bear the burden of education.
“Eventually, people will get sick of referendums,” Larson said. “Then what happens to education?” 
