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This spring, voters in at least 32 
Wisconsin school districts will 

be asked to approve spending above 
state-imposed revenue limits.  Some 
districts will ask for a permanent tax 
increase; others will request money 
for a fixed amount of time.  

The referenda stem from state-
imposed school revenue limits, now 
entering their third decade.  Since 
1994, districts have held almost 
950 referenda to exceed the state 
caps.  But the nature of the “typical” 
referendum has changed over time.

Compared to the early years of 
revenue caps, districts now tend to 
ask for somewhat larger sums of 
money for shorter periods of time.  
And, in the past few years, referenda 
are being approved at higher rates.

BACKGROUND
The roots of state revenue lim-

its on schools can be traced to the 
late 1980s and early 1990s when 
annual school tax increases were 
accelerating and topped 10% in 
1992-93 (1993).  Responding to 
growing public anxiety, state law-
makers limited annual increases in 
most school revenues beginning in 
1994.  Originally temporary, the law 
became permanent with the 1995-97 
state budget.  It capped the amount 
of money districts can collect from a 
combination of state general aid and 
local property taxes, or about 80% of 
a typical district’s revenue.  

Keeping Up With Inflation?
When they were first enacted, the 

idea behind the state limits was to tie 

a school district’s revenue growth to 
a combination of inflation and enroll-
ment.  Thus, they are calculated on 
a per student basis and drive off a 
district’s revenue in 1993, the base 
year.  Per student revenues that year 
averaged $5,601.  Each year through 
2009, the allowable per student 
revenue amounts were increased to 
more or less reflect inflation.  The 
adjustments ranged from $190 (3.4% 
for the average district) in 1994 to 
$275 (2.9%) in 2009.  

In 2009 and after, the revenue 
limit landscape changed as state 
budget problems worsened.  With the 

Since 1994, Wisconsin school districts have held almost 950 referenda to exceed state-imposed revenue caps.  In 
2013, 89% were nonrecurring (for a limited time), a reversal from 1994-98 when less than 20% were.  During 
1994-2013, voters approved 56% of nonrecurring referenda, but only 34% of recurring (permanent) ones.  Dis-
tricts also held 1,593 borrowing referenda, with voters approving 54% of them.  
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2007-09 recession taking its toll on state tax collections, 
Wisconsin cut school aids in 2010 and reduced the an-
nual revenue limit increase from $275 per student to 
$200 for 2010 and 2011.  As state fiscal troubles con-
tinued into 2011, state officials cut school aids again.  
To forestall local property tax increases, revenue limits 
were cut 5.5% in 2012.  To limit the impact of the cut, 
lawmakers gave districts budget flexibility by, among 
other things, requiring employees to pay half of their 
retirement contributions and eliminating benefits as a 
subject of collective bargaining.  

As fiscal prospects began to improve, modest 
increases in revenue limits were approved.  In 2013 
and 2014, allowable increases were $50 and $75, 
respectively,  or less than 1% for the average district.   

Floors
Recognizing some of the disadvantages facing 

low-revenue districts, lawmakers established per 
student “floors,” or amounts districts could not fall 
below.  For example, in 1996, if a district’s calculated 
limit was below $5,300, it would be automatically 
increased to that amount.  In many years, the floor 
was increased more than the allowable increase most 
districts received.  This allowed the lowest revenue 
districts to “catch up” to higher-spending ones. 

REFERENDA OVERVIEW
Wisconsin’s revenue limit law allows districts to 

exceed the caps with voter approval.  Two types of 
referenda are allowed.  Districts can ask voters for 
more money for a set time period (nonrecurring) or 
indefinitely (recurring).

Why Go to Referendum?
Since 1994, 306, or almost three in four, school 

districts have held at least one referendum asking 
voter permission to exceed revenue limits.  Just over 
half (218) have passed one.  

Districts go to referendum for many reasons.  
However, several features of the state’s revenue limit 
law play an outsized role.  One feature is district 
revenues in 1993, the year the law was first enacted.  
All subsequent limit changes ultimately tie back to 
the original 1993 amount.

Two other features also help explain why a school 
district might seek referendum relief.  The first is the 
annual increase in revenues allowed by state law.  
Those amounts have been set in state budgets.  The 
second is enrollment.  Because revenue limits and 

allowable increases are per student calculations, 
more students means more revenue growth, while 
fewer students means tighter revenue limits.

In general, then, districts most likely to have held 
a revenue cap referendum have been those with stag-
nant or falling student counts and modest per student 
revenues when the law began.

Growing or Declining.  To be more specific, all 
districts are affected by revenue limits, but those with 
rising student counts are less affected.  Since limits are 
determined on a per student basis, rising enrollments 
translate into more revenues, while falling enrollments 
mean fewer total dollars under the caps, increasing 
the likelihood of referendum.

History confirms the importance of enrollment 
growth.  Among districts with the largest enrollment 
declines during 1994-2013, about 80% went to ref-
erendum.  By contrast, only 57% of districts with the 
largest enrollment gains did so.  

Low Revenue Districts.  Districts with high rev-
enue limits often have more financial flexibility than 
those with low limits and often have less need for 
referendum.  Indeed, among districts with the highest 
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Understanding Revenue Limits
Several features of Wisconsin’s school revenue limit law result 

in disparate impacts on districts.
Dollars or Percents?  State officials determine the annual allow-

able dollar increase—the same per student amount for all districts.  
However, that amount is not the same percentage increase for ev-
eryone.  For example, a $200 increase is 2.2% for a district with a 
$9,000 per student limit, but only 1.7% for one with a $12,000 limit.

Rising Floors.  Low-revenue districts benefit from rising “floors” 
(see page two).  For example, during 2003-09, the revenue limit floor 
increased a total of $2,100 per student (30.4%) from $6,900 to $9,000.  
During those same years, per student increases for districts above the 
floor totalled about $1,500 per student.  In other words, low-revenue 
districts received, on average, about $100 per student more each year.

Enrollment Trends.  While per student limits are adjusted each 
year, a district’s total revenue depends on its enrollment.  If a district’s 
enrollment is falling, total revenue will be stagnant or even declining.  

For example, a district with 1,000 students and a $9,000 per 
student revenue limit would have total (limited) revenues of $9 mil-
lion.  If, in the following year, per student revenues rose to $9,200 but 
enrollment dropped to 950, total revenues would fall to $8.7 million.   
The opposite happens in growing districts; total revenue gain is greater 
than the per student increase due to more students.  

This is important because districts have many fixed (transporta-
tion, utilities, etc.) or semi-fixed (staffing) costs that do not change 
proportionally with enrollments.  This can lead to situations where 
revenues are stagnant or declining while costs are rising.

per student revenues in 1993, only 59% asked voters 
for more dollars in the ensuing 20 years. 

Though it might be expected, the converse is not 
true.  Among districts with the lowest revenues, only 
56% held referenda.  The reason likely rests with 
the ever-increasing “floors” discussed earlier.  It was 
districts caught in the middle that were most likely 
to seek referendum relief, and nearly 80% did.  They 
had neither the financial flexibility that came with high 
levels of revenue nor the “exceptions to the rule” that 
low-revenue districts enjoyed.

Referendum Patterns
In the fall of 1994, Germantown was the first 

school district to hold a referendum to exceed state-
imposed revenue limits.  The district asked voters to 
permanently exceed the limits to pay operating costs 
of a new grade school and an expanded high school.  
A separate question asked voters to approve borrow-
ing for construction of the buildings.  Neither passed.  
Since then, school districts have held nearly 2,500 ref-
erenda: 1,593 for borrowing and 956 to exceed revenue 
limits.  Circumstances surrounding the revenue-limit 
referenda have followed several patterns.

Cyclical.  First, the number of referenda held 
each year seems cyclical.  During 1994-97, districts 
averaged only nine referenda per year (see Table 1).  
Student populations in most districts rose during these 
years.  More students meant more dollars to spend 
(see gray box), lessening the need for referendum.  

Activity spiked to an average of 75 per year over 
the next four years.  In 2001, about one quarter (99 of 
425) of districts had fewer students than they did in 
1994.  Falling enrollments meant slow-growing or even 
declining revenue, which pressured district finances.

Referendum numbers then continued their cyclical 
pattern, falling for four years, rising to an annual aver-
age of 74 during 2006-08, and then retreating during 
2009-13.  

The relatively few referenda held 
over the past five years is somewhat 
unexpected.  Falling enrollments 
continue to be a statewide issue.  
Moreover, since 2010, increases al-
lowed by the state have been modest 
(see page two).  Combined, these 
two factors have stressed school 
budgets and increased the likelihood 
of a referendum.

Period
Ref./

Yr.
Pass
Rate

%
N.R.

1994-1997 9 20.6% 14.7%
1998-2001 75 42.2% 34.6%
2002-2005 49 40.0% 51.3%
2006-2008 74 51.8% 67.1%
2009-2013 41 55.9% 80.9%

More Nonrecurring.  Another school referendum 
development is the increasing use of nonrecurring, 
rather than recurring, referenda.  During 1994-97, 
few referenda were nonrecurring.  Beginning in the 
early 2000s, however, nonrecurring referenda gained 
popularity.  By 2005, more than half of all referenda 
were nonrecurring, a percentage that continued to 
climb, topping 80% during the past five years.

Approval Rising.  A third development with 
school referenda is the increasing rate with which 
they are being approved (pass rates).  During the 
first few years of revenue limits, only about 20% of 
referenda passed.  That percentage increased to more 
than 40% during 1998-2005.  Since then, more than 

half have passed.  During the 
past three years, that share has 
approached two-thirds.

However, much of the in-
crease in referendum success is 
due to greater use of nonrecur-
ring referenda.  Historically, 
voters have been more likely to 
approve nonrecurring than re-
curring referenda.  For cautious 

Table 1: Referenda Patterns
Avg. Ref. Per Year, Pass Rate, and Pct. 

Nonrecurring, 1994-2013 
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% of Pass % of % of

No. Tot. Avg. Amt. Lim. Rate No. Tot. Avg. Amt. Lim. No. Tot. Avg. Amt. Lim.

1995 1 10 10.0 $0.32 18.7% 100.0% 1 10 10.0 $0.32 18.7% 0 0 0 $0.00 na%

1996 1 12 12.0 1.15 3.8% 100.0% 1 12 12.0 1.15 3.8% 0 0 0 0.00 na%

1997 3 13 4.3 1.99 3.7% 33.3% 1 8 8.0 0.50 1.2% 2 5 2.5 1.49 5.0%

1998 14 38 2.7 7.97 3.6% 50.0% 7 12 1.7 1.67 4.4% 7 26 3.7 6.30 2.9%

1999 28 104 3.7 113.86 3.5% 42.9% 12 34 2.8 36.44 3.5% 16 70 4.4 77.42 3.5%

2000 33 33 1.0 16.59 4.5% 51.5% 17 17 1.0 6.76 5.2% 16 16 1.0 9.83 3.7%

2001 29 33 1.1 16.80 3.7% 55.2% 16 20 1.3 12.65 3.8% 13 13 1.0 4.15 3.5%

2002 24 32 1.3 13.96 5.8% 45.8% 11 15 1.4 7.89 5.6% 13 17 1.3 6.07 6.0%

2003 21 21 1.0 23.54 7.8% 38.1% 8 8 1.0 15.92 9.6% 13 13 1.0 7.63 6.7%

2004 25 95 3.8 69.67 5.7% 64.0% 16 70 4.4 42.77 5.7% 9 25 2.8 26.90 5.7%

2005 30 128 4.3 118.83 6.3% 53.3% 16 71 4.4 60.77 6.1% 14 57 4.1 58.06 6.7%

2006 54 205 3.8 164.88 7.8% 59.3% 32 118 3.7 100.51 8.6% 22 87 4.0 64.37 6.5%

2007 40 162 4.1 123.20 5.8% 55.0% 22 81 3.7 43.36 7.1% 18 81 4.5 79.84 4.2%

2008 55 240 4.4 165.40 8.5% 58.2% 32 134 4.2 97.86 8.4% 23 106 4.6 67.54 8.6%

2009 36 132 3.7 98.18 8.4% 52.8% 19 72 3.8 46.90 10.7% 17 60 3.5 51.28 5.9%

2010 37 131 3.5 93.21 8.7% 51.4% 19 66 3.5 52.52 10.5% 18 65 3.6 40.69 6.7%

2011 32 119 3.7 96.60 7.6% 68.8% 22 76 3.5 48.15 8.0% 10 43 4.3 48.46 6.8%

2012 28 97 3.5 61.15 8.3% 67.9% 19 60 3.2 38.52 9.8% 9 37 4.1 22.64 5.2%

2013 32 111 3.5 96.64 15.1% 65.6% 21 68 3.2 68.25 12.5% 11 43 3.9 28.39 20.0%

# of Years

All

# of Years # of Years

FailedPassed

Table 2: Approval of Nonrecurring Referenda on the Rise
Numbers and Amounts (Total for all Years, in $ Millions) of Nonrecurring Referenda, 1995-2013 

33 per year (see column 2 in Table 2).  The largest 
numbers were in 2006 (54) and 2008 (55).  Since 
2009, the numbers of nonrecurring referenda have 
been near the long-term average.

Length.  The first three nonrecurring referenda 
occurred in 1995-97 and were for 10, 12, and eight 
years, respectively.  Referenda for such long periods 
have become the exception rather than the rule.  Since 
1998, the average number of years authorized by 
nonrecurring referendum was 3.25; since 2004, the 
average has been closer to four years.

Particularly in recent years, referendum approval 
is somewhat related to the number of years a rev-
enue limit may be exceeded (length).  Since 1998, 
successful referenda have asked to exceed caps for 
about one-tenth of a year less than unsuccessful ones.  
However, over the past three years, that gap has grown 
to nearly a year.  During 2012 and 2013, successful 
referenda asked to exceed caps for an average of 3.2 
years; unsuccessful ones, 4.0 years.

Referendum Size
Since 1994, districts have asked voters via nonre-

curring referenda for $1.3 billion above what revenue 
limits allowed.  Voters have approved $693 million.  

voters, that makes sense.  Granting budget relief for 
a fixed time period offers taxpayers more certainty.  
The increasing use of nonrecurring referenda helps 
explain increased approval rates.

NONRECURRING REFERENDA
In a nonrecurring referendum, a school district 

asks for a specific amount of money—or revenue-
limit relief—for a set period of time.  For example, 
it might ask permission to exceed the revenue cap by 
$500,000 for each of the next five years.  Or, it might 
ask for increasing amounts—$500,000 in the first 
year, $550,000 in the second, $600,000 in the third, 
$650,000 in the fourth, and $700,000 in the fifth.  In 
both cases, after the fifth year, extra money above the 
revenue limit is no longer authorized and the district’s 
limit drops.  These drops often require another refer-
endum that is typically larger than the expiring one. 

Number and Length of Referenda  
Number.  Of the two types of referenda, nonrecur-

ring ones are now the most popular.  Over the past 20 
years, districts have held 523 and passed 292 (56%).  
Very few nonrecurring referenda were held in the 
first few years after the state enacted revenue limits.  
However, since 1998, districts have averaged about 
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Since school districts range so much in size, 
characterizing referenda by their dollar amounts is not 
particularly telling.  For individual districts, a better 
measure of referendum size is to compare the dollar 
amount asked for to the district’s revenue limit.  For 
example, a $500,000 request for a district with a $5 
million revenue limit is a 10% increase.  For a district 
with a $10 million limit, it is only a 5% increase.

From 1995 through 2003, districts asked voters to 
exceed limits by an average of 7.3%, but that percent-
age has been rising.  In 1998, the first year in which 
more than five nonrecurring referenda occurred, 
districts asked to exceed their limits by an average of 
3.6%.  Districts asked for more than 8% increases in 
2008, 2009, 2010, and again in 2012.  In 2013, that 
percentage had risen to more than 15%.  

Contrary to what might be expected, voters tended 
to approve referenda asking for larger amounts of 
revenue.  Over the entire period studied, the average 
size of a successful referendum equalled 8.0% of the 
asking district’s revenue limit, while the average for a 
failed referendum was 6.4%.  The gap between winning 
and losing referenda was even wider during 2009-12, 
when the size of the former averaged 9.7% of district 
caps, while the size of the latter averaged only 6.2%.

One possible explanation for the difference in size 
is that districts asking for relatively large amounts of 
extra revenue might have greater financial problems.  
Recognizing this, voters are more likely to support a 
referendum.  In districts asking for smaller amounts, 
voters might believe “savings” can be found to al-
leviate any shortfall.

Percent Passed
Since 1994, about 56% of all nonrecurring refer-

enda have passed.  In nearly all years, more than half 
passed; the exceptions were 1997, 1999, 2002, and 
2003.  Referenda were most successful over the past 
three years when more than two in three were approved.

RECURRING REFERENDA
Unlike nonrecurring referenda, which are tempo-

rary, recurring referenda authorize permanent addi-
tions to a district’s revenue limit.  Many school district 
officials prefer them because they provide greater 
long-term stability in district finances.  However, 
voters pass them at much lower rates (34% during 
1994-2013) than nonrecurring ones (56%).

Due in part to low approval rates, recurring 
referenda are becoming less popular with districts.  

During the early years of state-imposed revenue 
limits, referenda were few, but the vast majority were 
recurring (see Figure 1).  In fact, there were more 
recurring than nonrecurring referenda in every year 
during 1994-2001.  

That pattern then reversed itself.  In each of the 
subsequent years (except 2003), the majority of ref-
erenda were nonrecurring.  In 2013, only about one in 
ten referenda was recurring, a pattern that continues 
into early 2014.  A total of 34 revenue-limit refer-
enda are scheduled through April 2014, and only six 
(17.6%) are recurring.

Number of Referenda
During 1994-2013, districts held a total of 433 

recurring referenda.  Use of this referenda type peaked 
during 1998-2001.  Although this short period repre-
sented only four of the 20 years studied, nearly half 
(45.5%) of all recurring referenda occurred during 
these years (see Table 3 on page 6).

During 2002-08, the number of recurring ques-
tions held ranged from 20 to 29.  However, since 
then, numbers have fallen dramatically.  In the past 
three years, the annual number has ranged from four 
to seven.

Percent Passed
Over the past 20 years, districts passed about one-

in-three (149 of 433) recurring referenda.  Recently, 
recurring referenda have been even less successful.  
In three of the past five years, 25% or fewer passed.

Referendum Size
Measuring the size of some recurring referenda 

can be tricky.  While many ask for a set dollar amount 
beginning in the following year, others phase in the 
increase over several years.  For phased-in increases, 

Figure 1: Recurring Referenda Becoming Rare
Recurring as Pct. of All School Referenda, 1994-2013 
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% of Pass % of % of
No. Yr. 1 Perm. Lim. Rate No. Yr. 1 Perm. Lim. No. Yr. 1 Perm. Lim.

1994 2 $1.30 na 3.2% 0.0% 0 $0.00 $0.00 0.0% 2 $1.30 $1.30 3.2%
1995 2 1.75 na 3.9% 0.0% 0 0.00 0.00 0.0% 2 1.75 1.75 3.9%
1996 1 0.13 na 3.0% 100.0% 1 0.13 0.13 3.0% 0 0.00 0.00 0.0%
1997 24 8.73 na 3.7% 12.5% 3 0.57 0.57 3.5% 21 8.16 8.16 3.8%
1998 59 19.69 na 3.6% 30.5% 18 5.50 5.50 3.9% 41 14.19 14.19 3.5%

1999 36 17.68 na 4.0% 30.6% 11 2.68 2.68 3.5% 25 15.00 27.33 4.2%
2000 49 21.24 na 3.7% 53.1% 26 12.30 12.30 3.8% 23 8.95 8.95 3.6%
2001 53 26.72 na 4.8% 37.7% 20 14.72 14.72 5.6% 33 12.00 12.00 4.4%
2002 20 5.74 na 4.0% 10.0% 2 0.85 0.85 7.7% 18 4.89 4.89 3.5%
2003 29 16.16 na 3.8% 17.2% 5 1.97 1.97 3.4% 24 14.19 14.19 3.9%
2004 23 10.94 na 4.0% 43.5% 10 3.50 3.50 5.4% 13 7.43 7.43 3.0%

2005 23 28.50 29.20 7.0% 43.5% 10 7.84 7.94 5.3% 13 20.66 21.26 8.4%
2006 21 9.54 15.91 9.5% 47.6% 10 4.91 6.31 8.8% 11 4.63 9.60 10.1%
2007 23 11.93 20.24 8.4% 39.1% 9 4.73 9.37 7.7% 14 7.20 10.87 8.8%
2008 29 18.22 33.26 8.7% 34.5% 10 10.12 19.24 8.5% 19 8.11 14.02 8.8%

2009 13 9.29 15.39 10.6% 23.1% 3 1.47 2.59 18.6% 10 7.82 12.80 8.2%
2010 10 6.28 12.31 9.4% 20.0% 2 2.00 2.00 7.0% 8 4.28 10.31 10.0%
2011 5 1.44 1.44 5.6% 80.0% 4 1.35 1.35 6.8% 1 0.09 0.09 0.9%
2012 7 7.75 7.75 11.5% 57.1% 4 5.17 5.17 16.8% 3 2.58 2.58 4.5%
2013 4 1.42 1.77 12.3% 25.0% 1 0.65 0.65 35.5% 3 0.77 1.12 4.5%

Amt. Amt. Amt.

All Passed Failed

the referendum size is the total increase in the final 
year—i.e., the amount of the permanent increase.    

Only information on first-year amounts are 
available for phased-in referenda occurring during 
1994-2004.  They are reported in column three in 
the table above.  For referenda in 2005 and after, 
both beginning and permanent (column 4) increases 
are reported.

Since 2005, districts have asked to exceed their 
revenue limits permanently by a total of $137.3 million 
(see Table 3, column 4).  Most requests came during 
2005-08.  Requests averaged as low as 5.6% of revenue 
limits in 2011 and as high as 12.3% of limits in 2013. 

While there is evidence that voters are more likely 
to approve large nonrecurring referenda compared to 
small ones, that does not appear to apply to recurring 
referenda.  During 1994-96 and again in 2011-13, 
there were too few referenda to reach any conclu-
sions.  In six of the other 14 years, the average size 
of approved referenda was greater than the size of 
rejected ones.  

DEBT REFERENDA
In addition to asking for voter permission to ex-

ceed state revenue limits, school districts also hold 
referenda for borrowing.  Generally, school districts 
may borrow up to $1 million without a referendum.  
Typically, districts borrow for major capital projects, 
e.g., new or remodeled buildings, but some have 
borrowed to pay off unfunded retirement liabilities.

 Since 1994, Wisconsin school districts have 
held 1,593 debt referenda, asking to borrow a total of 
$14.98 billion.  Voters approved borrowing at about 
the same rate as they approved nonrecurring revenue-
limit referenda, 54.2% during 1994-2013.  However, 
voters tended to approve smaller rather than larger 
amounts.  Over the 20 years studied, voters approved 
only 47.0% ($7.04 billion) of the total dollar amount 
requested.

Number of Referenda
In each year during 1994-2000, districts held more 

than 100 referenda to borrow money (see Table 4 on 
page 7).  Activity peaked at 171 in 1998, the year after 

Table 3: Approval of Recurring Referenda Lag
Numbers and Amounts ($ Millions) of Recurring Referenda, 1994-2013 

*For referenda that were phased in over several years, Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI) reports first-year amounts (column 3).  Beginning in 2005, DPI 
also reports referenda wording, which allows reporting of the permanent increase (column 4).  The percentages in column 5 are calculated on first-year amounts for 1994-
2004 and on permanent amounts for 2005-13. 

* * *
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the state began providing “two-thirds” of state-local 
school revenues, a practice that ended in 2003.  After 
falling to 104 and 112, respectively, over the next two 
years, the number of debt referenda dropped to 84 
in 2001 and has never since exceeded 62.  Over the 
past five years, borrowing referenda have averaged 
36 per year.

Percent Passed
As mentioned, over the past 20 years, more than 

half of all borrowing referenda passed.  However, 
there were several anomalous years.  After approv-
ing nearly 60% of borrowing questions during 1994-
2000, voters turned down 64% during recessionary 
2001-03.  More than half were also rejected in 2005, 
2009, and 2011. 

Referendum Size
When putting a borrowing referendum to voters, 

district officials often weigh district “needs” with how 
much debt voters might approve.  History shows that 
frugality tends to win out.  

After adjusting for district enrollment, districts 
asked to borrow an average of $4,044 per student 
during 1994-2003.  For a 2,000 student district, that 
would be about $8.1 million.  Per student amounts 
ranged from $2,385 in 1994 to $8,409 in 2013 (see 
Table 4).

Like other costs, building costs have risen over 
time.  Adjusting for inflation, the average amount of 
borrowing requested was $5,278 per student (in 2013 
dollars), or about $10.6 million in total for the “typi-
cal” district.  However, the gap between the average 
amount approved ($4,470 per student) and rejected 
($6,520) was significant—more than 30%.

Figure 2 shows the gap between 
the average size of bonding referenda 
approved and not approved during 
1994 through 2013.  In only two years 
(1995 and 1997) was the average size 
of referenda approved larger than the 
size of those rejected.  In four years 
(2005, 2006, 2008, and 2010), the 
average size of approved referenda 
was less than half the size of those 
turned down.

PUTTING IT TOGETHER
Ultimately, the success of a school 

referendum depends on many factors. 

Results from the past 20 years suggest several im-
portant trends.   For districts looking to exceed their 
revenue limits, past results show that taxpayers prefer 
to do so for a limited period rather than permanently.  
It also appears that, more often than not, voters ap-
proved more money when need was greatest.  Finally, 
for districts seeking to borrow, frugality was key.  On 
average, debt referendum approved were 30% smaller 
than those rejected.

Success of school referenda, regardless of type, 
goes beyond statistics and timing, however.   Rela-
tionships among the public, the school district board, 
and the administration can make or break a school 
referendum.  The accumulation of public trust over 
a number of years can be pivotal.  Voters who trust 
local school officials are more likely to vote to raise 
their property taxes.  But, in districts where trust has 
eroded or been betrayed, it is more likely that residents 
will organize to oppose a referendum.  o
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Figure 2:  Smaller Building Referenda More Likely to Pass 
Per Student Amounts Adjusted for Inflation, 1994-2013 

Per Pass Per Pass
Yr. No. Total Student Rate Yr. No. Total Student Rate

1994 124 $715.3 $2,385 52.4% 2004 49 505.9 $4,003 65.3%
1995 123 864.8 2,768 56.1% 2005 42 555.2 3,115 40.5%
1996 164 1,246.9 3,405 62.8% 2006 62 709.6 3,558 64.5%
1997 148 1,196.9 3,525 57.4% 2007 56 1,025.1 7,428 55.4%
1998 171 1,376.1 3,785 55.0% 2008 57 756.6 5,522 52.6%

1999 104 1,008.0 4,176 53.8% 2009 27 357.2 4,569 48.1%
2000 112 1,058.3 4,259 59.8% 2010 44 373.8 3,602 61.4%
2001 84 736.0 4,508 41.7% 2011 33 432.0 4,981 39.4%
2002 59 458.7 4,533 40.7% 2012 42 477.3 4,857 71.4%
2003 57 638.4 5,241 22.8% 2013 35 488.6 8,409 54.3%

AmountAmount

Table 4: More Than Half of All Debt Referenda Pass
Numbers and Amounts (Total in $ Millions) of Recurring Referenda, 1994-2013 
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WISTAX NOTES

   School Referenda by Month.  From 1994 through 
2013, 57% (1,443 of 2,543) of all school referenda were 
held in either April or November, the months during which 
spring and fall general elections are held (see chart).  An-
other 21% were held in the months containing spring or 
fall primary elections.  

The remaining 577 (23%) were held in months without 
other elections.  Was there an advantage to holding a refer-
endum in these months?  For recurring and debt referenda, 
the percentage that passed in “off” months was only slightly 
higher than in election months.  For recurring referenda, 
36% passed in off months compared to 29% during prima-
ries and 36% during general elections.  For debt referenda, 
55% passed during off months compared to 53% during 
primaries and 54% during general elections. 

However, for nonrecurring referenda, there appears to 
be an advantage in non-election months:  52% passed during 
primary months and 56% during general election months.  
However, 62% passed during other months.  Of the 155 
held in October, 71% were approved.  Approval was also 
high in both May (62%) and June (60%). 
  Home Internet Access.  In 2012, 80.7% of Wis-

consin residents ages three and older had Internet access at 
home.  The percentage was above the U.S. average (79.3%) 
and 26th highest among the states, according to a new report 
from the U.S. Census Bureau.  Oregon (87.9%), New Hamp-
shire (87.7%), and Minnesota (87.4%) had the highest rates 
of access, while Mississippi (64.8%), Louisiana (67.7%), 
and West Virginia (70.6%) had the lowest.  In addition to 
Minnesota, neighboring Illinois (82.7%, 19th) and Michigan 
(80.8%, 24th) ranked ahead of Wisconsin. Nationally, the 

two main reasons for not having home Internet were “don’t 
want it” and “too expensive.”  

Many states have passed Wisconsin in home Internet 
access over the past three years.  In 2009, 78.8% of Badger 
State residents had home Internet access.  That percent-
age was 10th nationally and higher than all states in the 
region.  o
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Beginning in 2012, the fall primary was moved to August.  Two referenda were held in 
August 2012.

School Referenda Held Throughout the Year
Number of Referenda by Month, 1994-2013 


