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Opinion surveys since the 1950s 
have consistently shown prop-

erty taxes, followed by income taxes, 
to be the least popular Wisconsin 
taxes.  There are several reasons for 
this.  First, property taxes here are 
relatively high compared to other 
states.  When measured relative 
to personal income, Badger State 
property taxes were 10th highest 
nationally in 2010.  When only resi-
dential property taxes are compared, 
Wisconsin climbs into the top five.

Second, unlike income and 
sales taxes which are generally paid 
throughout the year, the property tax 
is usually paid in one or two lump 
sums.  Finally, the property tax is 
somewhat confusing for many resi-
dents.  December tax bills contain 
levies for at least five taxing units.  

Moreover, each property has an as-
sessed value, which usually differs 
from its equalized (fair market) value. 

Regardless, as its oldest general 
tax, the property tax has a long his-
tory in Wisconsin.  And, with com-
plete information for December 2012 
levies (payable in 2013) now avail-
able, we can analyze how levies and 
levy changes varied by community 
and by type of government.

TOTAL LEVIES
Various forms of property tax 

limits have now been in place for 
as long as two decades.  However, 
the 2011-13 state budget made them 
more restrictive.  

School district revenue limits, 
which indirectly affect property tax 
levies, were cut 5.5% in 2011-12 

and then increased $50 per student 
(about 0.5% for the average district) 
in 2012-13 (2013).  In prior years, 
school revenue limits were increased 
$200 per student or more.  

Municipalities and counties were 
allowed to increase 2013 levies at 
the rate of new construction or 0%, 
whichever was greater.  In prior 
years, the floor ranged from 2% to 
3.86%.  New limits were also placed 
on technical colleges levies.  

Gross Levies
With tighter property tax caps in 

place, total (gross) levies rose 0.8% 
to $10.47 billion in 2013 (property 
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With tighter property tax limits in place, total property tax levies rose 0.8% to $10.47 billion in 2013.  Combined 
with last year’s 0.2% increase, 2013 marked the first in at least 67 years that gross levies increased less than 
1%  in back-to-back years.  After subtracting various credits, net property taxes claimed 4.1% of state personal 
income.  Over the past 10 years, net levies have ranged from 4.1% to 4.4% of personal income.  Municipal levies 
rose 1.5% last year, the smallest increase in 30 years.
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taxes levied in December 2012 and payable in 2013).  
In the prior year, property taxes increased 0.2%, mak-
ing this the first year since at least 1946 that gross 
levies increased less than 1% in consecutive years.

However, that two-year increase of 1.0% trailed 
two-year declines in the mid-1990s.  In 1997, the 
state added more than $1 billion to the school aid ap-
propriation.  This helped cut school levies 16.4% and 
total levies 6.3% that year.  Combined with a 3.0% 
levy increase in 1996, property taxes fell 3.5% over 
the two years.

Net Levies
Although local governments levied $10.47 billion 

in property taxes last December, property owners paid 
only $9.43 billion.  The $1.04 billion difference was due 
to three state property tax credits: the school levy, first 
dollar, and lottery credits.  Net levies (after subtracting 
all credits) rose the same (0.8%) as gross levies. 

Long-Term Trends
Wisconsin has a history of property taxes rising, 

prompting state action to either reduce them or slow 
their growth.  Typically, this is done through increased 
state aid, additional property tax credits, or by tax limits.  
When property taxes are displayed as a share of personal 
income, the pattern becomes obvious (see Figure 1).

Net property taxes as a share of personal income 
(top line) peaked at 6.0% in 1972.  The 1946-64 baby 
boom created a need for more schools and demand 
for local public services, funded largely through 
property taxes.  

During the 1970s, the state increased aid to 
local governments and schools and imposed some 

property tax limits.  Along with relatively strong 
income growth, these actions reduced the property 
tax share to under 4.0% by the end of the decade.  
Property taxes again climbed through the 1980s and 
early 1990s, reaching 4.8% of income in 1994.  

The ensuing several years saw the state impose 
revenue limits on schools as it dramatically increased 
school aid.  The result was a decline in property taxes 
to 3.7% of income, the lowest level since 1946.
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Figure 1:   
Property Taxes Relative to Personal Income Rise and Fall

Total and Residential, 1946 to 2013
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Levies relative to income then climbed through 
the first half of the 2000s, reaching 4.2% in 2005, the 
year before levy limits were imposed on municipali-
ties and counties.  With nearly all taxing jurisdictions 
under some type of property tax cap, total levies rela-
tive to income varied little in subsequent years.  With 
tightening of limits both this year and last, net levies 
dropped to 4.1% of personal income. 

Taxes on residential properties (lower line in Figure 
1) show a more obvious pattern:  When residential prop-
erty taxes approached 3.0% of personal income, state 
lawmakers tended to take action to reduce them.  This 
happened in the early 1960s, early 1970s, mid-1990s, 
and again in the mid-2000s.  However, in each case, 
the property tax relief was only temporary, and levies 
tended to return to the 3% level in subsequent years.

BY TAXING AUTHORITY
Most tax bills show five users of the property 

tax: the local municipality, school district (usually 
K-12, but sometimes a K-8 and Union High School 
district), county, technical college, and state.  Some 
areas also have special districts (e.g., lake districts) 
with taxing authority.  

In Wisconsin, K-12 schools are the largest users 
of the property tax.  In 2013, 44% of the total levy 
went to schools (see Figure 2).  Municipalities (27%) 
were the second largest user.  For the average taxpayer, 
combined property taxes levied by the local school 
district and municipality account for more than 70% 

of the tax bill, a share that has been fairly stable for 
the past 15 years.

The other major user of the property tax is the 
county.  In 2013, the state’s 72 counties levied 19% 
of statewide property taxes.  Wisconsin’s 16 technical 
colleges also levied property taxes which accounted 
for 8% of the total last year.  Special districts and a 
state forestry tax each accounted for about 1% of the 
total.

K-12 Schools
Wisconsin’s 424 K-12 school districts levied 

property taxes totaling $4.66 billion 2013, an increase 
of 0.2% from the prior year.  School levies are influ-
enced largely by three factors.  First, the size of the 
revenue limit increase allowed by the state matters.  
Limited revenues are the sum of property taxes and 
state general aids.  Typically, larger revenue limit 
increases lead to greater property tax increases.  

However, that effect can be damped by a second 
factor—the increase in state general aid.  Once state 
lawmakers set revenue limits, increases or decreases 
in state aid are offset at the local level by lower or 
higher property taxes.  Large state aid increases are 
generally associated with small property tax increases 
or even cuts.  Finally, levies can rise or fall, sometimes 
by large amounts, due to referenda that are either 
newly passed or expired.

While total school levies rose less than 1% last 
year, these factors led to wide variation among in-
dividual districts.  Thirteen districts increased prop-
erty taxes more than 10%, including a 45.8% rise in 
Gilmanton due largely to a successful referendum.  
Another 13 reduced levies more than 10%.  Niagara’s 
levy was cut in half due to a combination of a lower 
revenue limit and higher aid (see Table 1, page 4).  

Most districts had more modest changes:  Over 
half had 2013 levies within 3% (above or below) of 
their 2012 levies.

Counties
Counties faced tighter property tax limits in 

each of the past two years.  With some exceptions, 

K-12 Schools
44%

Counties
19%

State Forestry
1%

Municipalities
27%

Technical Colleges
8%

Special Districts
1%

Figure 2:   
Property Tax Shares by Unit of Government

Total=$10.47 billion, 2013

In Wisconsin, K-12 schools are the largest users 
of the property tax, accounting for about 44% of 
the total levy.  Municipalities follow at 27%.
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to the law to exceed new construction figures, most 
by small amounts. 

Counties with the largest increases were Chip-
pewa, Kewaunee, Eau Claire, Marquette, and Dane 
(see Table 2).  Levies were reduced in 16 counties, 
including cuts of 6.9% in Lafayette County and 3.1% 
in Marathon County.

Technical Colleges
Among the five major users of the property tax, 

the state’s 16 technical college districts increased lev-
ies the most, 2.0% in 2013.  North Central (Wausau) 
cut its levy 2.3% while Southwest Wisconsin (Fen-
nimore) reduced its levy 0.8%.  Another eight techni-
cal college districts left their levies unchanged from 
2012 or increased them less than 1%.  Relatively large 
increases in Fox Valley (Appleton, 7.4%), Madison 
(4.0%) and Milwaukee (3.6%) helped drive the overall 
increase.

Municipalities
Like those for counties, levy limits for cities, 

villages, and towns were tightened over the past two 
years.  With some exceptions, municipal levies were 
allowed to increase at rate of new construction.  How-
ever, if new construction was negative (sometimes 
buildings are razed to prepare for new development), 
municipalities were not required to cut levies.

Total municipal levies rose 1.5% in 2013.  The 
increase was the smallest in 30 years, and less than 
the prior year’s 1.6% increase.  Levies varied both 
by individual municipality and by municipality type 
(town, village, or city).

Towns.  Of the three types, towns (0.8%) increased 
levies the least (see Figure 3 on page 5).  Often rural, 
towns are likely to have less new development than 
cities or villages.  Town levies increased at a similar 
rate (0.7%) in 2012.

Cities.  City levies rose 1.4% in 2013, the small-
est increase since at least 1984.  The next smallest 
increase over the past 30 years was 1.7% last year.

Villages.  Villages have been growing the fastest 
over the past decade.  This is partly reflected in their 
tax levies.  Village levies rose 2.7% in 2013.  Annual 
growth in village levies has been less than 3% for the 
past three years.

Largest Changes.  Due to varied growth and ex-
ceptions from levy limits, changes in city and village 
property taxes varied widely.  In 2013, 17 cities and 

particularly for debt service, levies were generally 
allowed to increase at the rate of new construction.  
With statewide net new construction averaging 0.7%, 
county levies  rose 0.7% this year, following a modest 
1.1% increase last year.  Over the past three years, 
county levies rose a total of 3.8%.  By comparison, 
they rose an average of 4.6% per year during the 
previous decade.

Changes in county levies fell into a fairly tight 
range:  62 of 72 counties had changes between +2% 
and -2%.  Thirty-eight of the 72 counties had levy 
changes less than or equal to changes in net new con-
struction.  The remaining 34 used various exceptions 

2011/12 2012/13 %

District Levy Levy Chg.

Gilmanton $861,377 $1,256,253 45.8%

Colby 2,467,292 2,883,803 16.9%

Richland 4,426,702 5,166,548 16.7%

Cadott 2,349,867 2,693,841 14.6%

Royall 2,271,617 2,599,102 14.4%

Antigo 9,818,170 8,403,616 -14.4%

Lake Country 5,637,642 4,578,468 -18.8%

Friess Lake 2,431,831 1,969,599 -19.0%

Northland Pines 20,993,921 16,702,872 -20.4%

Niagara 1,586,245 780,589 -50.8%

Largest Increases

Largest Decreases

Table 1:   
School Districts With Largest Increases, Decreases

Statewide Avg. = 0.2%, 2013*

*History of levies for all school districts available online at 
www.wistax.org/facts/school-districts.

2011/12 2012/13 %
District Levy Levy Chg.

Chippewa $15,650,600 $16,412,252 4.9%
Kewaunee 10,573,803 11,011,695 4.1%
Eau Claire 24,493,360 25,398,474 3.7%
Marquette 10,555,149 10,933,626 3.6%
Dane 139,057,624 143,141,718 2.9%

Langlade 9,098,523 9,026,394 -0.8%
Wood 22,313,366 22,073,449 -1.1%
Washington 38,392,768 37,383,133 -2.6%
Marathon 47,573,011 46,090,851 -3.1%
Lafayette 7,222,581 6,722,581 -6.9%

Largest Increases

Largest Decreases

*History of levies for all counties available online at www.wistax.org/facts/counties.

Table 2:   
Counties With Largest Increases, Decreases

Statewide Avg. = 0.7%, 2013*



Vol. 81, Number 6/7  |  June/July 2013                     Page   5

1.5

1.7

0.2

2.0

0.7

2.4

0.8

2.7

1.4

-1 0 1 2

Cities

Villages

Towns

All Muni's

Muni's + TIF

K-12 Schools

Tech. Colleges

Counties

Spec. Dist's

State Forest. -3.2

villages increased levies 10% or more.  As Table 3 
shows, the villages of Brokaw and Twin Lakes raised  
levies more than 50%.  Hawkins, Shorewood, and De 
Soto increased them more than 30%.

In another 10 cities and villages, levies fell at least 
10%.  The largest declines—more than 40%—were in 
Frederic, Fox Lake, Bagley, Warrens, and Cassville.  

Municipalities with the largest levy changes were 
generally small in population.  Of the 27 cities and 
villages with increases or decreases of 10% or more, 
24 had fewer than 5,000 residents, while another two 
had fewer than 10,000.

Large Municipalities.  Among the state’s largest 
municipalities, which are home to almost 40% of the 
state’s population, property taxes changed little (see 
Table 4, page 6).  Of 30 cities and villages studied, three 
cut their levies (Appleton, Neenah, and Green Bay).  

Another 11 increased them less than 1%.  Levies rose 
the most in Racine (5.9%) and neighboring Mount 
Pleasant (5.7%).  

Milwaukee, the state’s largest city, increased its 
levy 1.2%;  Madison increased its 3.6%.

Tax Incremental Finance Districts
Municipalities also collect property taxes that 

fund tax incremental finance districts (TIDs).  A TID 
is a part of a municipality that has been designated for 
economic development partly funded with tax dollars.  
Improvements such as roads, sidewalks, and sewers, 
are typically paid for with municipal borrowing.  Debt 
is repaid with a property tax levied on the incremental 
value (value above that when the TID was created).

TID levies are different from other property taxes 
in that there is not a set amount to be collected.  Rather, 
municipal officials calculate the total tax rate—the 
sum of the municipal, school, county, technical col-
lege, and other levies, divided by total property value 
excluding the TID increment.  This rate is then applied 
to the incremental value to determine TID property 
taxes to be collected.  The amount collected depends 
in part on the size of the municipal, school, county, 
and technical college levies, and partly on the amount 
of development occurring in the TID.

In 2013, 389 municipalities collected property 
taxes for TIDs.  In some, particularly large ones, 
the collections were multiple districts.  Collections 
totaled $359.7 million, a 2.6% increase over the 
prior year.  

Figure 3:   
Changes in Property Tax Levies Vary

% Change in Levy by Unit of Government, 2013

2011/12 2012/13 %
Municipality Levy Levy Chg.

Brokaw $262,149 $457,369 74.5%
Twin Lakes 2,582,028 4,033,418 56.2%
Hawkins 23,660 32,344 36.7%
Shorewood 8,883,249 11,988,902 35.0%
De Soto 46,423 60,778 30.9%
Maiden Rock 91,467 116,832 27.7%
Elmwood Park 201,152 243,080 20.8%
Park Falls 1,125,836 1,310,179 16.4%
Sturtevant 2,620,340 2,992,517 14.2%
Oakdale 86,527 98,633 14.0%
La Farge 132,855 150,529 13.3%
Dousman 722,380 818,141 13.3%
Cumberland 979,905 1,106,613 12.9%
Hixton 76,380 85,883 12.4%
Brownsville 323,766 361,643 11.7%
Tomahawk 1,658,874 1,845,534 11.3%
Curtiss 74,895 82,995 10.8%

Marion 528,000 459,144 -13.0%
Colfax 565,924 478,211 -15.5%
Potter 33,272 27,761 -16.6%
Brillion 1,450,766 1,174,581 -19.0%
Whiting 690,935 447,157 -35.3%
Frederic 354,879 211,961 -40.3%
Fox Lake 800,000 463,204 -42.1%
Bagley 32,113 18,496 -42.4%
Warrens 422,470 235,948 -44.2%
Cassville 307,752 171,202 -44.4%

Increases of 10% or More

Decreases of 10% or More

Table 3:   
City/Village Levies Changing More Than 10%

2013

% Change
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2011/12 2012/13 %
Municipality Levy Levy Chg.

Appleton 37,586,511 37,234,942 -0.9%
Beloit 13,474,416 13,656,277 1.3%
Brookfield 35,308,010 35,678,003 1.0%
Eau Claire 35,051,330 35,430,717 1.1%
Fond du Lac 20,567,195 20,869,929 1.5%

Franklin 20,467,000 20,509,001 0.2%
Green Bay 52,484,845 52,480,630 0.0%
Greenfield 21,409,327 21,995,448 2.7%
Janesville 29,374,684 29,915,828 1.8%
Kenosha 57,168,575 58,191,797 1.8%

La Crosse 34,363,321 34,597,708 0.7%
Madison 186,742,086 193,406,372 3.6%
Manitowoc 14,033,192 14,075,202 0.3%
Men. Falls 21,709,520 21,915,108 0.9%
Milwaukee $236,797,163 $239,688,819 1.2%

Mt. Pleasant 16,034,036 16,944,056 5.7%
Neenah 15,593,802 15,458,654 -0.9%
New Berlin 23,997,117 24,221,278 0.9%
Oak Creek 18,909,367 19,087,118 0.9%
Oshkosh 30,120,640 30,598,690 1.6%

Racine 47,188,814 49,960,309 5.9%
Sheboygan 21,184,241 21,384,245 0.9%
Stevens Point 13,762,516 13,900,978 1.0%
Sun Prairie 19,074,901 19,074,903 0.0%
Superior 11,475,002 11,789,387 2.7%

Waukesha 51,466,873 51,680,697 0.4%
Wausau 21,492,379 21,517,380 0.1%
Wauwatosa 36,555,125 37,030,416 1.3%
West Allis 38,728,739 38,940,771 0.5%
West Bend 19,087,366 19,339,080 1.3%

Of the 389 municipalities, 13 were cities or villages 
with new districts.  Twelve municipalities had TID lev-
ies more than double due to significant development in 
the districts.  Another 39 had collections increase more 
than 20%.  Eight municipalities closed all their TIDs.

Not all municipalities generated more TID tax 
dollars than in 2012; 167 municipalities collected less.  
Several factors could explain the drop.  If a munici-
pality had multiple TIDs and closed one, tax revenue 
would likely decline.  Also, a combination of modest 
growth in the increment combined with a falling tax 
rate could lead to fewer tax dollars collected.  

TOTAL LEVIES BY MUNICIPALITY
Knowing how much each municipality, county, 

school district, or technical college changed their 

levy is useful information.  However, taxpayers 
generally want the bottom line—the total property 
tax change in their community for all taxing authori-
ties combined. 

 Of 1,849 municipalities, about 44% (808) had 
total levy changes between -2% and 2% (see Figure 
4 on page 7).  In another 406, total levies rose less 
than 5%.  Levies declined in 784 municipalities and 
dropped more than 10% in 21.  

Among the state’s largest municipalities, total levy 
changes were in a much narrower range (see Table 
5).  In 21 of the 30, changes were between -2% and 
2%.  Total levies declined in nine large municipalities, 
including 3.0% drops in both Sheboygan and Wausau.  
The largest increase was in Racine (5.3%).

Table 4:   
Municipal Levy Chgs. for Largest Cities and Villages

Municipal Purpose Levies, 2013

2011/12 2012/13 %
Municipality Levy Levy Chg.

Appleton 114,407,249 113,883,755 -0.5%
Beloit 43,936,052 45,551,806 3.7%
Brookfield 117,565,269 118,595,950 0.9%
Eau Claire 101,969,666 102,148,594 0.2%
Fond du Lac 64,193,327 65,075,931 1.4%

Franklin 91,499,768 93,176,747 1.8%
Green Bay 149,862,372 147,973,578 -1.3%
Greenfield 78,875,936 79,301,971 0.5%
Janesville 101,546,778 101,513,884 0.0%
Kenosha 164,653,230 165,598,602 0.6%

La Crosse 92,999,190 94,055,723 1.1%
Madison 535,192,656 551,000,361 3.0%
Manitowoc 45,449,669 45,521,572 0.2%
Men. Falls 87,691,975 87,942,819 0.3%
Milwaukee $801,461,968 $808,140,311 0.8%

Mt. Pleasant 54,126,371 55,899,614 3.3%
Neenah 47,683,354 48,093,781 0.9%
New Berlin 89,757,513 91,055,764 1.4%
Oak Creek 72,023,699 73,678,201 2.3%
Oshkosh 93,849,083 96,774,438 3.1%

Racine 102,244,834 107,648,454 5.3%
Sheboygan 70,529,812 68,446,873 -3.0%
Stevens Point 37,728,576 37,663,296 -0.2%
Sun Prairie 62,555,997 61,629,859 -1.5%
Superior 36,228,919 36,888,404 1.8%

Waukesha 125,935,703 125,226,115 -0.6%
Wausau 72,377,130 70,227,038 -3.0%
Wauwatosa 126,785,055 131,268,622 3.5%
West Allis 113,113,146 112,630,876 -0.4%
West Bend 51,905,584 52,507,905 1.2%

Table 5:   
Total Levy Chgs. for Largest Cities and Villages

Total Levies, 2013
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FINAL WORD
Change in a total tax levy plays an obvious role in 

determining what happens with an individual property 
tax bill.  However, it is not the only factor, which is 
why changes in individual tax bills often do not match 
the changes reported here.

Relative changes in property values—one property 
versus others, or one area versus another—can also af-
fect tax bills.  This is because changes in value vary from 
home to home and from municipality to municipality.

For example, within a single community, if the 
value of one home increases more than others, it rep-
resents a somewhat larger share of that community’s 
total property value, and its owner will pay a slightly 
higher share of total property taxes.

This same principle applies to municipalities 
in a school district or county.  When it comes time 
to divide up the total school or county levy among 
underlying municipalities, the tax burden will shift 
from places with little or no growth in values to those 
where values are increasing faster, or where develop-
ment is occurring.

All things being equal, property tax burdens 
shift from homes and areas with less development 
or property-value appreciation to those with more.

This can be a hard concept to grasp.  Suffice it 
to say that even if an overall property tax levy is un-
changed or drops, it is still possible for some property 
tax bills to rise (while others fall) due to this shifting 
phenomenon.  o  
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Figure 4:  Number of Municipalities by Property Tax Change
Total Levies, 2013

Post Act 10 School Staffing

Two years ago, questions abounded about how 
school staffing patterns might change given the 

many school-finance changes in the 2011-13 state 
budget and companion legislation (Act 10).  Both 
state aid to schools and school revenue limits were 
reduced (see below), but new laws regarding benefits 
were enacted in hopes of offsetting the cuts.

How these changes affected school districts is 
coming into focus with the recent release of school 
staffing and compensation figures for 2012-13.  This 
information supplements 2011-12 figures to provide 
a more complete look at the effects of 2011 law 
changes.  However, those two-year changes are best 
understood when placed in a longer time frame.

STAFFING HISTORY
Changes to overall staffing levels are of interest, 

but for many, teacher layoffs are of particular concern.  
Changes in other school staff are discussed briefly 
on page 11. 

Teachers
In 2012-13 (2013), the number of full-time 

equivalent (FTE) public school teachers employed 

in Wisconsin rose to 59,540 from 59,384 in the prior 
year (see Figure 1).  The increase was the first since 
2009 and only the third in the past nine years.  Recent 
staffing changes were affected by several factors.  
During 2004-09, teacher numbers generally tracked 
enrollment.  During 2010-13, two state budgets im-
pacted staffing levels.

Declining Student Numbers.  During 2004-09, 
much of the statewide decline in teacher numbers was 
related to falling enrollment.  Figure 2 (page eight) 

Figure 1:  Number of Full-Time Equivalent Teachers
Statewide, 2004-13
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With salaries and benefits generally rising faster 
than allowed revenues, many districts reduced staff, 
often including teachers.  Statewide, the number of 
FTE teachers fell 810 (1.3%) in 2010 and another 
825 (1.3%) in 2011 (Figure 1 on page seven).  The 
declines outpaced falling enrollment (Figure 2) dur-
ing those years.

2011-13 State Budget.  In the spring of 2011, as 
they began work on the 2011-13 biennial budget, 
lawmakers again faced a multi-billion-dollar budget 
deficit.  With no additional federal stimulus money to 
supplement state taxes, and a gubernatorial pledge not 
to raise taxes, lawmakers again cut state school aid.  
The reduction was larger this time, 8.1%.  Again, to 
limit property tax increases that would result, lawmak-
ers cut revenue limits 5.5% in 2012 and left them at 
that lower level in 2013 (see Figure 3).

To help districts cope with the drop in revenues, 
the governor and lawmakers also changed state law.  
Unless covered by an existing union contract, school 
employees were required to pay half of the retire-
ment system contribution.  In prior years, virtually 
all districts paid the full contribution.  Thus, this law 
change reduced district costs, but also lowered em-
ployee take-home pay.  

Moreover, benefits were no longer subject to col-
lective bargaining, which allowed districts to change 
health plans, impose higher copays or premium cost 
sharing, and make other changes to reduce district 
costs.  The potential cost savings were designed to 
help districts minimize or avoid layoffs.

As Figure 1 shows, the number of teachers fell in 
2012 by 1,446 (2.4%).  The decline was partly due to 
districts that retained existing contracts and could not 
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shows how teacher and student numbers changed 
during 2004-13.  To better see the relationship, both 
are indexed to 100 in 2004 so that cumulative changes 
become evident.  

By 2009, the number of FTE students had dropped 
to 1.2% below 2004 levels (student index = 98.8), 
while teacher numbers dropped 0.3% (99.7).  During 
those years, student and teacher numbers generally 
moved together.

After 2009, the number of students continued to 
fall slightly, to 1.7% below their 2004 level.  However, 
teacher numbers dropped more.  State budget deficits 
and related reductions in state school aids and revenue 
limits explain the divergence.

2009-11 State Budget.  Heading into the 2009-
11 biennium, state lawmakers faced a weak econ-
omy and a multi-billion-dollar budget shortfall.  
Despite significant federal stimulus aid to help fill 
the gap, lawmakers cut school aid 2.7% in 2010 
and left it unchanged at that lower level in 2011 
(see Figure 3).  This was the first-ever reduction 
in state school aid. 

State-imposed school revenue limits tie school 
property taxes to changes in state aid.  Revenues 
subject to the limits are the sum of state school aid 
and local property taxes.  Generally, when school 
aids are cut or increased little, property taxes rise 
to fill the gap.

To minimize property tax increases associated 
with the 2010 aid cut, lawmakers slowed the growth 
of the limits.  Rather than allow districts an increase 
of $275 per student (2.8% for the average district) as 
they did in 2009, they allowed only a $200 per student 
(2.0%) increase for both 2010 and 2011.

Figure 2:  Both Student, Teacher Numbers Fall
Index of Students and Teachers, 2004-13, 2004 = 100

Teachers

Revenue Limits

Figure 3:  Revenue Limits, State Aid Rise, Fall
Total School Rev. Limits and General Aid, $ Billions, 2004-13

Students

State Aid
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*Consolidated or split districts are not included in their first year.  Thus, total districts included in 
analysis equals: 426 in 2005, 2006, and 2009; 423 in 2011; and 424 in remaining years. 

take advantage of benefit savings.  Previous WISTAX 
research showed that declining enrollment districts 
with little or no benefit savings reduced teaching staff 
by an average of 3.6% in 2012.  In contrast, grow-
ing districts with the relatively large benefit savings 
tended to increase staff.

The statewide decline in staffing ended in 2013 
with teacher number increasing by 156, or 0.3%.  
Summarizing the three periods analyzed:  During 
2004-09, the number of teachers declined 0.3%; dur-
ing 2009-11, it dropped 2.6%; and during 2011-13, 
2.1%.

Retirements and Compensation Changes
The staffing figures reported here are the net 

effect of layoffs, retirements, and new hires.  The 
number of teacher retirements was already rising as 
baby-boomers attained retirement age.  However, 
after passage of Act 10, an above-average number 
of teachers opted to retire.  Data are not available to 
document the exact number, but figures on average 
years of teaching experience reflect the loss of long-
time instructors.

During 2004-11, the average Wisconsin teacher 
had between 14.35 (2007) and 14.81 (2011) years of 
experience.  Significant retirements were evident in 
2012 when average experience dropped 4.5% to 14.15 
years. In 2013, experience levels remained fairly 
steady at 14.12 years.

Compensation.  During 1994-2009, teacher com-
pensation was driven largely by the state’s qualified 
economic offer (QEO) law.  If management and 
labor failed to reach agreement in collective bar-
gaining, the law allowed the district to impose the 
QEO—about a 4% increase in combined salaries and 

Figure 5:  Number of Districts Reducing Teaching Staff
Number Cutting Staff and Number Cutting 2% or More, 2005-13

Figure 4:  Average Benefit Costs Drop
Average Teacher Salaries and Benefits, 2004-13

benefits.  During 2004-09, the QEO was imposed 
in some districts, while agreement was reached in 
many others.  During this time, the average teacher 
salary rose 3.5% per year, while the average benefit 
climbed an average of 5.6% annually (see Figure 
4).  Average salaries were rising at the same rate as 
district revenue limits (3.5% per year), while ben-
efits were rising significantly faster.  Since revenue 
limits restrained budget growth, districts either had 
to trim other parts of the budget or seek additional 
funds via referendum.

The 2009-11 state budget repealed the QEO law.  
Over the subsequent two years, the average statewide 
teacher salaries increased an average of 4.7% per 
year to $53,935, while the average benefit climbed 
an average of 6.6% per year to $27,665.

The impacts of Act 10 are clear in average benefit 
figures for 2012.  The average teacher benefit fell 
$4,483 (16%) to $23,182.  In 2013, average benefits 
declined another $176 (<1%) to $23,006.

During 2012 and 2013, average salaries remained 
relatively flat.  The lack of growth is partly due to 
retirements.  When more experienced teachers with 
higher salaries leave the profession, they are usually 
replaced by younger staff with lower compensation, 
which tends to reduce the statewide average. 

Staffing Changes by District
While aggregate numbers highlight overall trends, 

the experience of individual districts varied.
2005-09.  Districts throughout the state have 

been reducing teacher numbers for the past 10 years, 
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reflecting in part the drop in student numbers.  Each 
year during 2005-09, between 182 and 225 districts 
reduced their teaching staffs (see Figure 5 on page 
nine).  In each of those years, a little over half that 
number (from 95 to 124) reduced teaching staffs by 
2% or more.  

During these years, 66 districts reduced teaching 
positions by a total of 10% or more.  These districts 
were generally smaller with declining student num-
bers.  Enrollments averaged 926 and declines, 12%.  A 
similar number of districts (62) increased their teach-
ing staffs 10% or more.  On average, these districts 
were larger districts (1,670 on average) with rising 
enrollment, an average of 7.8%.

2010-11.  The number of districts scaling back 
teacher positions rose to 243 in 2010 and to 257 in 
2011.  The number cutting staffs by at least 2% topped 
130 (about 30% of all districts) in both years.

2012-13.  The magnitude of the 5.5% cut to 
revenue limits in 2012 was unexpected and required 
districts to adjust in a short period of time.  The result 
was a large jump in the number of districts reducing 
teaching staffs, to 311 or 73% of the total.  A total of 
215 districts cut them at least 2%.  

In 2013, district staffing behavior was more 
similar to 2005-09 than to 2010-12.  Last year, 205 
districts reduced teaching staffs, 96 by at least 2%.

Nearly all of the 25 districts reducing staffs the 
most in percentage terms were small.  Fifteen had 
fewer than 500 students; another six had fewer than 
1,000; and another three had fewer than 1,700.  

The exception was Kenosha with over 22,000 
students, where staff was reduced by 178 teachers 
(12.4%) in 2013.  That was in addition to a reduction 
of 242 teachers (14.4%) the prior year.  The district 
appears to have generated little in benefit savings over 
these two years.  Average teacher benefits rose from 
$32,201 in 2011 to $36,073 in 2012 and to $37,656 in 
2013.  With rising benefit costs and fewer revenues, 
the district was forced to reduce staff. 

Most districts added staff in 2013.  Partly due to 
its new four-year-old kindergarten program, Madison 
added 150 teachers (7.0%).  Two Madison neighbors, 
Verona (20 or 5.3%) and McFarland (32 or 16.8%), 
also made significant additions to staff.

Many of the state’s most populous districts added 
teachers in 2013.  Of the 30 largest—home to 43% 
of all students statewide—20 (67%) added teachers, 

including Milwaukee, Madison, Green Bay, Appleton, 
Waukesha, Eau Claire, and Sheboygan.  

POST ACT 10 CHANGES
Combining staffing changes for the past two years 

provides a more complete view of the impacts of the 
2011-13 state budget and  companion Act 10.  As the 
dark bars in Figure 6 show, 29 districts cut the number 
of teachers by at least 10% over the past two years.  
Another 90 cut them at least 5%, while 177 districts 
reduced their teacher counts less.  A total of 128 
districts added teachers, with 19 districts increasing 
staffs more than 5%.

What may be surprising is that the distribution 
of staffing changes in 2011-13 was not too dissimilar 
from the prior two years (light gray bars in Figure 6).  
Overall, more districts reduced the number of teaching 
positions in 2011-13 (296 or 70%) than in 2009-11 
(260 or 62%), but the difference was not as large as 
might have been expected.

The challenge for districts has been four years 
of ongoing budget pressure.  Although state law 
was changed to help districts deal with the 2011-13 
revenue-limit cuts, those reductions came on the heels 
of slow revenue growth and staff reductions.  When 
the two biennia are combined, 313 districts (75%) had 
fewer teachers in 2013 compared to 2009; 197 (47%)
had at least 5% fewer teachers.

Individual Districts.  Since 2011, Kenosha has 
shed the largest percentage of its teaching staff (see 

Figure 6:  Number of Districts by Staff Change
% Change in Teacher Numbers, 2009-11 and 2011-13
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District 2011 2012 2013 % Ch. 2011 2012 2013 % Ch.

Kenosha 1,682.8 1,441.2 1,263.1 -24.9% 23,006 22,841 22,569 -1.9%
N. Lakeland 20.5 18.5 15.8 -22.9% 154 158 164 6.5%
Friess Lake 25.3 20.7 19.5 -22.7% 211 199 196 -7.1%
Dover #1 8.8 7.5 7.4 -15.9% 122 124 128 4.9%
Washington 10.6 8.4 8.9 -15.6% 75 68 58 -22.7%
Crivitz 55.4 45.9 47.1 -15.0% 730 735 740 1.4%
Waupun 138.5 120.6 117.9 -14.9% 2,040 2,102 2,025 -0.7%
Chequamegon 70.1 66.5 60.5 -13.7% 804 800 766 -4.7%
Turtle Lake 37.3 35.8 32.3 -13.5% 488 479 462 -5.3%
Marion 43.7 40.2 37.9 -13.2% 543 537 512 -5.7%

Ithaca 32.8 31.4 35.2 7.4% 317 325 339 6.9%
Arcadia 86.9 88.3 93.5 7.7% 1,048 1,116 1,166 11.3%
Phelps 15.7 15.6 17.0 7.8% 150 137 141 -6.0%
Paris J1 14.1 13.8 15.3 8.5% 189 201 191 1.1%
Markesan 55.0 58.2 60.1 9.1% 786 833 845 7.5%
North Cape 14.0 14.0 15.3 9.3% 217 217 210 -3.2%
Independence 33.6 35.7 37.2 10.8% 377 376 370 -1.9%
Madison 2,069.7 2,161.2 2,311.6 11.7% 25,714 27,205 27,427 6.7%
Geneva J4 13.2 13.9 15.0 13.7% 115 128 119 3.5%
McFarland 190.6 191.5 223.7 17.4% 2,037 2,046 2,124 4.3%

Teachers Students

Largest Declines

Largest Increases

Table 1:  Post Act 10 Teacher Changes
Districts with Largest Declines, Increases, 2011-13

Table 1), 24.9% or 420 teachers over the two years.  
Kenosha’s student numbers declined just under 2% 
during those years.

Of the other nine districts with the largest 
drops in teacher numbers, most had fewer students 
in 2013 than in 2011.  However, in all cases, the 
percentage decline in teachers exceeded the decline 
in students.

Enrollments in North Lakeland, Dover #1, and 
Crivitz grew during 2011-13.  However, in each 
case, teacher numbers fell by large percentages.  
In Crivitz, average teacher benefit costs remained 
nearly unchanged at about $32,000 during the pe-
riod.  In the other two, average benefit costs fell 
significantly, leaving other factors to explain the 
staffing cuts.

McFarland, Geneva J4, Madison, and Inde-
pendence all increased teacher numbers by 10% 
or more.  With the exception of Independence, 
where enrollments fell slightly, all were growing 
in student numbers.  Of the 10 districts increasing 
teacher numbers the most, seven had increasing 
enrollment.

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Teachers 62,465 61,654 60,830 59,384 59,540
Aides 11,381 10,864 10,619 10,335 10,517
Administrators 3,756 3,786 3,723 3,641 3,682
Pupil Services 4,360 4,586 4,445 4,407 4,420
Other 22,509 22,182 21,936 21,473 21,106

   Total 104,471 103,072 101,553 99,241 99,265

Table 2:  Statewide School Staffing
Full-Time Equivalent, 2009-13

OTHER STAFF 
CHANGES

Statewide,  the 
number of aides fol-
lowed a pattern simi-
lar to teachers over 
the past several years.  
After declining 284 
(2.7%) in 2012, the 
number of aides rose 
182 (1.8%) in 2013.  
However, they remain 
7.6% below their 2009 
level (see Table 2).

The change in ad-
ministrator positions 
was somewhat similar.  
After falling in both 
2011 and 2012, the 
number of adminis-
trators increased by 
41 (1.1%) in 2013.  
Milwaukee (+7.76 or 
2.2%) and Madison 
(+7.00 or 8.1%) added 
the most.  A total of 

109 districts reduced the number of administrators, 
while another 183 left them unchanged.

Districts also added pupil service positions, such 
as guidance counselors, psychologists, nurses, and 
physical and occupational therapists in 2013.  After 
falling 3.9% from 4,586 in 2010 to 4,407 in 2012, 
districts added 13 FTEs in 2013, bringing the state-
wide total to 4,420.

Total school staff numbers changed little last 
year.  In 2013, Wisconsin public schools employed 
99,265 FTE staff, up from 99,241 in 2012.  Districts 
now employ 5,206 fewer staff members than in 
2009.  o
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Another way to compare state-local revenues is to add 
to taxes various user fees and charges, such as those for 
universities or sewers. In 2011, Wisconsin taxes and fees 
combined claimed 15.2% of income (14th highest) vs. 
15.0% (also 14th) during the prior year.  o

WISTAX NOTES

 New State Tax Rankings.  Wisconsin’s state-local 
tax burden rose from 11.7% to 11.8% of income, but its rank 
fell from 9th to 10th, according to recently released figures 
from the U.S. Census Bureau for fiscal year 2011.

Including Wisconsin, state-local taxes relative to in-
come increased in 37 states.  Nationally, that percentage 
was up from 10.7% to 10.9%.  In Illinois, it jumped from 
10.3% (27th) to 11.0% (16th) of income, and in Minnesota 
from 11.3% (14th) to 11.9% (8th).  Minnesota’s increase in 
rank explains Wisconsin’s one-place drop.

How Wisconsin’s State-Local Taxes Compare with U.S.; 10 Highest and Lowest States
Tax Burden as Percent Personal Income with 50-State Rank, 2010-11; Source: U.S. Census Bureau

 ■ The 2013-15 state budget (I):  A first look at two key 
numbers (#11).

 ■ The 2013-15 state budget (II):  Bottom lines (#12).
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