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School finance:  Here vs. elsewhere

A recently announced legislative task force will spend 2018 studying Wisconsin’s school funding formula, which has not undergone 
major change for about 25 years.  The committee will explore issues of both equity and adequacy, areas where Wisconsin typically 
outperforms other states. However, that has come at a price of increased complexity. Is there a way to simplify?     
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In early December, Wisconsin legisla-
tive leaders announced creation of a 

Blue Ribbon Commission on School 
Funding. The bipartisan group will be 
led by Senator Luther Olsen (R-Ripon) 
and Representative Joel Kitchens (R-
Sturgeon Bay). Other members include 
four Republican and three Democratic 
legislators, and five representatives from 
public and private schools, school advo-
cacy groups, and UW-Madison.

The commission will explore the 
distribution of state tax dollars to K-12 
schools because, according to Senator 
Olson, “a thorough analysis is neces-
sary to ensure the process is transparent, 
equitable and delivers excellent schools” 

Wisconsin challenges

The group will face a variety of ques-
tions. Do state-mandated revenue limits 
allow historically low-spending districts to 
generate sufficient financial resources? In 
its current form, does the state aid formula 
distribute resources “fairly?” And, what 
is the impact of shifting school aid from 
equalization aid, which provides more 
state dollars to poorer districts than richer 
ones, to a uniform per pupil allocation? 

These are just a few of the difficult is-
sues the committee faces, and answers will 
not be easy. A look at school finance here 
versus other states provides perspective.

National comparisons 

School finance systems are typi-
cally compared in two broad areas: 

adequacy and equity. In other words, 
are we providing sufficient resources to 
educate students, and are those resources 
distributed equitably? 

Wisconsin’s system links the two. 
School revenue limits cap the amount 
districts can spend via property taxes 
and state equalization aid. While revenue 
limits are about adequacy, the equalization 
aid formula is the primary tool to ensure 
equitable distribution of resources. 

Annual figures from Education Week 
(EW) shed light on how Wisconsin’s sys-
tem stacks up with those in other states.

n Adequate resources? Whether 
schools are spending enough is a some-
what subjective question. To address the 
subject, EW researchers calculate four 
adequacy measures: statewide per student 
spending; the share of taxable resources 
devoted to K-12 education; and two mea-
sures related to district spending.

In its 2017 report (2014 spending), 
Wisconsin’s ranks on these measures 
ranged from 15th to 24th. To simplify the 
analysis, we statistically combined the 
four measures, creating a single figure to 
compare states. On that combined mea-
sure, the Badger State ranked 16th.

Among neighboring states, only Il-
linois (13th) ranked higher. Iowa, Michi-
gan and Minnesota were in the top half.

Wisconsin’s adequacy rank has 
dropped slightly of late. In the 2012 report 
(2009 data), the state ranked 12th on the 
combined adequacy measure.

n Equitable distribution? EW re-
searchers also examine four measures of 
equity, each focusing on a different aspect 
of resource distribution. The Badger State 
rates high on all four, ranking between 
5th and 18th. When the measures are 
combined, only eight states rank higher 
on equity, including neighboring Iowa. 

As with adequacy, Wisconsin’s 
equity rank has dropped slightly over 
the years. In the 2012 report, the state’s 
overall equity ranking was 5th.

n A tradeoff? Illinois ranks 46th in 
equity and highlights a common tradeoff 
between adequacy and equity (it ranked 
13th on adequacy). States that rank rela-
tively high on adequacy typically rank 
low on equity (bottom right square in 
chart), and vice-versa (top left square).

Wisconsin is one of only nine 
states that rank in the top half on both 

Wisc. Ranks High on Adequacy/Equity
Average State Ranks, “Quality Counts”

A
de

qu
ac

y 
R

an
k

Equity Rank

WI

WY NY
NJ

MD

WV

IA

MN

MI

H
ig

h 
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

 L
ow

High                                                     Low



Wisconsin Policy Forum
401 North Lawn Avenue • Madison, WI  53704-5033
608.241.9789  •  www.wistax.org

Address Service Requested

n Update reminder!
As mentioned in the last Focus, the 

Wisconsin Policy Forum has ambitious 
plans to provide cutting-edge research 
products and policy communica-
tions using various means of digital, 
video, and audio media, as well as 
traditional printed materials. Help us 
update your account by providing us 
with your email address. You’ll begin 
receiving emails about new research; 
invitations to policy discussions and 

special events; and other special com-
munications.

 Your mailing preferences won’t 
change unless you want them to—if 
you’ve received Focus or any of our 
other publications via postal mail, that 
won’t change this year. 

To update your account, go to: 

wistax.org/join

n Gov. Scott Walker (R) is propos-
ing closing the Lincoln Hills/Copper 
Lakes facilities for juvenile offenders 
in northern Wisconsin and replacing 
them with five smaller regional facili-
ties throughout the state. 
 The governor is asking legisla-
tors to approve the change as part of  
a package of juvenile justice-related 
proposals this spring. 

measures, and one of only five ranking 
in the top 16 on both. The others were 
Maryland, New Jersey, West Virginia, 
and Wyoming. In other words, while 
Wisconsin has its school finance chal-
lenges, its system compares favorably 
to those in nearly all other states.

Room to simplify?

However, where Wisconsin may lag 
is in school finance transparency. After 
years of layering new programs and 
funding methods on top of one another, 
Wisconsin’s school finance system has 
become a challenge to understand, even 
for school officials and board members 
who deal with it daily.

This spring, voters in another 27 districts 
will tackle 35 referenda.

Task force members will have a lot 
on their plate. But, while addressing is-
sues of adequacy and equity, they also 
might weigh the merits of simplifying the 
system, thus helping to create a better-
informed citizenry. 

Some questions task force members 
might ask themselves include: Can I 
adequately explain Wisconsin school 
finance to the average citizen in a few 
paragraphs or PowerPoint slides? If not, 
are there changes that will make that 
possible while still maintaining the many 
positive attributes in our system? o

In an indication, perhaps, that some 
lawmakers have become frustrated with 
the complexity of the equalization aid 
formula, both the Governor and Leg-
islature have, in the last four budgets, 
turned to a simple per pupil allocation to 
distribute additional school aids. While 
the approach is far simpler, it is not clear 
that the approach is the most equitable 
way to fund schools. 

For the average citizen, school fi-
nance has become a labyrinth. And yet, 
these same taxpayers are asked to vote 
on referenda asking for additional school 
spending. Over the past five years, citi-
zens in 271 districts voted on 513 refer-
enda to increase local school spending. 
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