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Introduction
Takeaways:
Despite recent historic spending on K-12
public schools (over $14 billion last budget),
too many of Wisconsin’s schools are
struggling – less than 50% of students are
proficient in reading and math – Wisconsin
has the largest racial achievement gap (of
the 50 states), and rural K-12 public schools
lag behind urban and suburban ones. With
such a major investment into K-12, state
lawmakers and taxpayers should expect
better results and demand more
accountability.
A major step in the right direction would be
to enact public school spending
transparency legislation to shine a much
bigger light onto how K-12 public schools
spend taxpayer money.
Wisconsin is comprised of 421 public
school districts – each of which has its own

1. Wisconsin lawmakers spent over $14

billion in taxpayer money on K-12 public
schools in last budget. Yet academic
achievement is stagnant – and declining in
urban and rural areas. There needs to be
more accountability.
2. It’s incredibly difficult, if not impossible, to

figure out where the money is being spent
and what reaches the classroom.
3. To fix this, states have recently enacted

spending transparency laws in
overwhelming bipartisan manner.
4. It’s time for Wisconsin to join them. Over

80% of Wisconsin voters want more
transparency in public school spending.
5. A proposed bill led by Rep. Felzkowski and
Sen. Darling (AB 810/ SB 743) would help
accomplish this.
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annual budget report.1 Despite the hundreds of public school districts, there is not a unified
system to provide taxpayers, parents or policymakers easy access to comprehensive information
how school districts are spending our tax dollars.
Transparency in public school spending achieves several goals, including promoting effective
and efficient use of taxpayer dollars, empowering school leaders and parents to help understand
how resources are flowing from the state to the classroom, and providing a base line to
understand how schools are being allocated funds and whether schools are getting “fair funding.”
States are enacting bipartisan initiatives that require more transparency in public school spending
because policymakers, school leaders, and parents lack basic information about how funds are
being spent at the school and district level. Transparency in school spending is the first step in
creating informed discussions about equity, academic performance, and education funding.
Wisconsin should join the national movement toward more transparency in public school
spending.2 It starts with passing AB 801.
Status Quo Not Working: Wisconsin lacks transparency measures for public school spending
Wisconsin law does not require much uniformity in how school districts are required to report
information in their annual budgets.
Most Wisconsin school districts’ annual budget reports are tens – if not hundreds – of pages long
and difficult to navigate to determine how the district is spending taxpayer money. Furthermore,
it is nearly impossible to meaningfully compare one school district’s budget to another since the
Department of Public Instruction (DPI) only reports information on general finance data.3
Previously, DPI’s school district performance reports, pictured in image B provided limited
information about school finances, such as huge categories like ‘instruction”4 However, even this
limited information was removed by DPI and now individuals must review dozens of Excel
spreadsheets for information on school finances.5 Today, it is not possible to differentiate
between teacher salary, cost of the district’s general expenditures on instruction, or special
project funds (see image A).
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A: DPI’s school district funding report (12/4/19)
DPI’s website, WISEdash, no longer includes information about school finances.
Instead users are directed to DPI’s website with the information reported in
Microsoft Excel spreadsheets.
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B: DPI’s previous school district funding report (5/14/19)
DPI used to provide information on school finances for each district below. This was a basic visual
breakdown of large categories of spending – instruction, administration & operations, facilities,
transportation, food services, and public and staff services.
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Current state law requires the Superintendent of Public Instruction to “proscribe a uniform
financial fund accounting system, applicable to all school districts … which provides for the
recording of all financial transactions inherent in the management of schools…” 6 School boards
are required to have a licensed accountant annually audit the district’s accounts and the district
must file a financial audit statement with the DPI.7 School districts are required to report to DPI
the amount of funds received each year and show the expenditures of “school money received
from the state.”8
But the uniform accounting system established by DPI does not provide transparency. For
example, there are over 16,000 different codes used by school districts to describe how taxpayer
funds are being used. 9 This makes the information nearly impossible to determine where districts
are spending taxpayer dollars. Furthermore, the DPI- created reports on expenditures only
compare costs by school districts in just a few buckets – transportation cost, facility cost,
administration and operations, instruction, and food and community service cost.10 DPI reports
revenue data of school districts in a similar manner – in large buckets of funding based on local
property tax, federal, state, and local non-property tax revenue.11
These catch-all categories make it difficult for anyone to determine how each school district is
spending local, state, and federal funds, and whether they are doing so efficiently or effectively. 12
Furthermore, there is no easily accessible and centralized database that tracks the amount of debt
a school district accrues.13 School districts can accumulate up to $1 million for debt issuance
without elector approval.14 School districts are also permitted to go to referendum twice a year to
exceed the revenue limit set by state law. 15 In the November 2018 election, Wisconsin taxpayers
voted to add at least $1.3 billion more into their local public schools. 16
But data collection on school spending is changing – and this presents major opportunities for
reform. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the federal law K-12 education law, requires
all states to track and report actual per-pupil expenditures of federal, state and local funds,
disaggregated by the source of funds and broken down by district and school site. 17
For many states, including Wisconsin, this is the first time that public school-level spending data
will be collected. DPI started collecting this information from public school districts and
independent public charters for the 2018-2019 school year.18 While this information is not yet 19
available to the public, DPI’s guidance documents explain that funds will be identified as federal,
state/local and total per-pupil expenditure by school.20 However, good state policies shouldn’t be
dependent on the federal government. Wisconsin should maximize on this opportunity and create
a public school-level spending data collection and website that provides greater transparency.
Currently state law provides the Superintendent of Public Instruction the authority to create a
uniform financial accounting system. However, the Superintendent has not prioritized creating a
system that is transparent and easily accessible. Over 80% of Wisconsin voters want more
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transparency in public school spending. 21 Wisconsin policymakers should embrace the
opportunity presented by ESSA and consider following the example of other states and require
the Superintendent to change the reporting requirements to provide as much transparency as
possible to public school spending.

Best Practices for public school spending transparency legislation

After reviewing the legislation in states like Georgia, Texas, and Oklahoma, any legislation for
public school spending transparency should consider the following components:
1) Expenditure by school site and school district
The system must identify per pupil expenditures at the school site and school district level. But
for this to be effective, the state must set consistency in how expenditures are reported.
Consistency in definitions of expenditures will allow an “apples to apples” comparison between
schools, as well as districts, to better understand how the local, state, and federal funds are being
spent.
2) Revenue and expenditures by type of aid
Wisconsin’s funding system is comprised of a variety of types of state aid to serve students with
specific demographics, such as students with disabilities or economically disadvantaged students.
These state aids are referred to as categorical funds. Federal funds are similarly distributed by
student demographics, such as Title III dollars for English Language Learners, or students whose
first language is not English. To help understand how these different funds are reaching the
students they are designed for, a transparency system must be able to break down the type of
state and federal funds that are being used and spent at the district and school level.
3) School financial efficiency
The public should be able to access both financial and student achievement data together. This
allows for a greater understanding of the districts who are achieving greater student achievement
and how the district is investing taxpayer dollars. Ideally, this would result in a financial
efficiency system, like Georgia or Texas that rates districts with comparatively low per pupil
expenditures with higher student achievement.
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4) Transparency website
This information must be provided in a user-friendly format that can be accessed easily by the
public. The website should include a search feature so users can identify the school or districts
that are relevant to them. The website should be a centralized location for all publicly available
information that is in a user friendly format. Ideally the website would follow the Texas model to
help identify districts that receive a similar amount of funding so users can compare the data.
A review of the Assembly Bill 810/ Senate Bill 743 (Rep. Felzkowski, Sen. Darling)

Assembly Bill 810 and Senate Bill 743, authored by Representative Felzkowski and Senator
Darling, requires the Department of Public Instruction to create more transparency in public
school spending by requiring the following:
1) Improves the existing requirement for the Superintendent of Public Instruction to
create a “uniform financial fund accounting system” for public schools.
State law requires that the Superintendent of Public Instruction create a uniform financial
reporting system for all public schools, including school district and public charters. The existing
system requires districts to report school spending data in large buckets, like instruction and
administration. However, there is no requirement that the existing system provide transparency
of specific expenditures at the school level or across the district.
This proposal improves the existing system by replacing the old accounting reporting
requirements and creates a new system that will collect finance spending data based on the
school level, rather than the district as a whole. The proposal requires the reporting of all types of
funding – state, federal and local – received by the public school.
2) Requires the Superintendent to receive feedback from an advisory council.
The process to create transparency in public school spending includes feedback from an advisory
council representing various entities that will be impacted by the proposed changes. The proposal
creates a committee that includes members of the state legislature, urban and rural school
districts, school associations, and public charter schools.
The committee will provide valuable feedback to DPI regarding how to create expenditure
categories and how best to collect the data. DPI must respond to the committee’s
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recommendations in writing, including reasons for declining to follow a committee
recommendation.
3) The Joint Committee on Finance has passive review of DPI’s response.
The committee’s advisory report and DPI’s response must be provided to the co-chairs of the
Joint Committee on Finance. The co-chairs have 14 working days to respond and schedule a
meeting to review DPI’s response.
4) The new accounting system data must be displayed on a user-friendly website and
promote the existence of the information.
The proposal requires that the new data must be collected at least annually and uploaded to a
website that allows members of the public to access, sort, and download the information.
Additionally, DPI must “conduct a public information campaign” about the data to help educate
members of the public that this new data exists as a resource.
5) Delays the new system until 2021-22 school year.
The new accounting system with transparency measures do not go into effect until the 2021-2022
school year. At the start of the 2021-22 school year, the current accounting system can no longer
be instituted by DPI.
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Examples of public school spending transparency in other states
Georgia
Georgia recently expanded its existing
public school finance reporting
system.22 Since 2005, existing state law
required school districts to report their
budgets and financial expenditures to
the state department of education.23 In
2017, the Georgia legislature
unanimously passed bipartisan
legislation to expand the school finance
information that must be reported, and
create a financial efficiency rating
system.24 To ensure this system creates
fair and meaningful comparisons, the
state determined how districts allocate
spending down to the school level.

Comparing Georgia’s system of transparency
to Wisconsin:
 Georgia’s system is visually easy to
understand and access by users.
Wisconsin’s information is buried in
spreadsheets or in reports on WISEdash.
 Georgia’s system reports information by
school district and by school or facility.
Wisconsin only reports information by
district.
 Georgia’s system includes specific categories
of expenditures that apply to all schools. For
example, each school or facility reports
information on salary and benefits,
instructional professional development,
facilities and maintenance, among other
categories.

This information, pictured below in
image C, is compiled into the state’s
K12 report card.25 The system allows
the public to see an analysis of the
district’s total income and expenditures
as well as expenditures by school or
Wisconsin’s system only reports information
facility. The Georgia system also
in large buckets, like instruction.
identifies the certified personnel by
district and school and information on educator professional qualification. The Georgia system
collects information based on a defined terms so that the data is reported the same across school
sites and districts.26
This allows the system to provide significantly more information than is currently available in
DPI’s WISEdash system. For example, expenditure information for general administration is
separate from school administration, and instructional support costs are separated from
instruction costs. The Georgia system also defines the salaries and benefits by the source of
funds.
Lastly, the Georgia financial efficiency system compares and analyzes district spending per
student with overall academic performance and gives each district and school a rating. 27 The
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system is designed to provide a measure of efficiency across each school and district. The law
requires that the Governor’s Office of Student Achievement and Georgia Department of
Education collaborate to adopt and annually review indicators of the quality of learning by
students, financial efficiency, and school climate for schools and school districts. 28 The rating is
based on a five star system that analyzes how district spending impacts both student achievement
and school improvement. Georgia has embraced transparency in its public school spending and
the result provides taxpayers, parents, and policymakers access to valuable information on their
school or district, as well as the other public schools across the state.
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C: Georgia School System Finance Information
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Texas
Texas became a leader in school level
financial transparency with the Texas Smart
Schools initiative.29 Schools receive a 5 star
rating based on their academic performance
and spending per student. There is a
comprehensive website that permits users to
compare schools to a “fiscal peer”, i.e.
schools that have the same or lower spending
per student but are achieving more academic
progress. This initiative was started by the
Texas comptroller and is now independently
managed.

Comparing Texas’ system of transparency
to Wisconsin:
 Texas reviews the spending by each district
and individual school campuses and
categorizes them by student performance
indicators, and then cross-indexes them
with spending levels. Texas then rates each
district and campus with a score, 1-5,
indicating its success in combining costeffective spending with student
achievement compared to their fiscal peers.
Wisconsin only tracks district-level
spending, not individual school campuses.
Wisconsin does not track fiscal efficiency
by districts, nor does Wisconsin analyze
student achievement and school funding
together.

The data used by the Texas Smart Schools
initiative is collected in part through the
Texas Education Agency and Texas
Comptroller of Public Accounts. In 2001, the
legislature also created the state’s school
financial accountability system, known as the
 Texas website is visually easy to
Fiscal Integrity Rating System of Texas
understand and access by users.
(FIRST) system.30 Under the FIRST system,
all traditional public, and public charter
Wisconsin’s information is buried in
schools, are given a rating on their fiscal
spreadsheets or in reports on WISEdash.
practices. The rating is based on a variety of
indicators, including information on debt
service, student enrollment, staff to student ratios, and whether the district makes timely
payments to the retirement service and other government agencies.
This system ensures that the public schools are held accountable for their fiscal management
practices and encourages all schools to better manage their resources to provide the maximum
allocation for direct instruction.

The Texas Comptroller also reports debt statistics on Texas government entities, including
school districts.31 This system provides information on the district’s fiscal health. This system
allows users to see the entity’s debt profile, which includes information on the district’s current
debt obligations, debt trends, property tax rates and a comparison of the district to other similarly
sized districts.
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Texans have access to comprehensive resources that analyze how each school district is
managing their financial resources and compare the district’s resources with student
achievement. Meanwhile, Wisconsin has no comprehensive system to understand the amount of
debt that school districts have accrued.
Another example of public school spending transparency in Oklahoma can be found in Appendix
B.
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D: Texas Smart Schools

15

Appendix A – WILL 2019 Poll
“To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: More information should
be readily available on how public school districts spend taxpayer money?”
Overall
%
Strongly Agree
48.50%
Agree
32.64%
Neither
10.43%
Disagree
5.07%
Strongly Disagree
2.29%
Don't Know
1.07%
SE Wisconsin
%
Strongly Agree
51.86%
Agree
29.96%
Neither
10.74%
Disagree
4.34%
Strongly Disagree
2.07%
Don't Know
1.03%
NE Wisconsin
%
Strongly Agree
53.41%
Agree
31.06%
Neither
7.58%
Disagree
5.68%
Strongly Disagree
0.76%
Don't Know
1.52%
NW Wisconsin
%
Strongly Agree
43.58%
Agree
33.94%
Neither
10.09%
Disagree
6.88%
Strongly Disagree
4.13%
Don't Know
1.38%

Total
81.14%

7.36%

81.82%

6.41%

84.47%

6.44%

Total
77.52%

11.01%

SW Wisconsin
%
Strongly Agree
40.53%
Agree
35.61%
Neither
15.15%
Disagree
5.30%
Strongly Disagree
2.65%
Don't Know
0.76%
SW Wisconsin
%
Strongly Agree
40.53%
Agree
35.61%
Neither
15.15%
Disagree
5.30%
Strongly Disagree
2.65%
Don't Know
0.76%
NC Wisconsin
%
Strongly Agree
51.55%
Agree
36.02%
Neither
6.83%
Disagree
3.73%
Strongly Disagree
1.24%
Don't Know
0.62%
Republican
%
Strongly Agree
62.29%
Agree
27.98%
Neither
6.08%
Disagree
1.46%
Strongly Disagree
1.22%
Don't Know
0.97%

76.14%

7.95%

76.14%

7.95%

87.57%

4.97%

90.27%

2.68%
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Democrat
Independent
%
%
Strongly Agree
32.58%
Strongly Agree
52.73%
71.22%
81.82%
Agree
38.64%
Agree
29.09%
Neither
17.42%
Neither
9.55%
Disagree
7.07%
Disagree
4.55%
10.35%
7.28%
Strongly Disagree
3.28%
Strongly Disagree
2.73%
Don't Know
1.01%
Don't Know
1.36%
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Appendix B – Oklahoma’s public school spending transparency

In 2018, Oklahoma joined the movement of public school financial transparency by expanding
the state’s existing School District Transparency Act to include district and school-level revenue
and expenditure data.32 The law, which was passed with bipartisan support, includes specific
types of revenue that must be reported, such as per-pupil expenditures33, the type of
expenditures, and descriptive purpose of the funding action or expenditure. 34 Oklahoma’s system
is similar to the information collected by DPI, but it is organized in a centralized and easily
accessible database. Additionally, the Oklahoma system creates standardized definitions of
expenditures to provide an accurate comparison across districts.
Specifically, Oklahoma’s website is categorized by district and permits the user to see the
district’s expenditures by general categories, the overall per pupil expenditure by the district, and
a variety of reports, such as the superintendent compensation. 35
The Oklahoma system is not as robust as Georgia and Texas. But the system creates a more
easily accessible database of information on the school district’s expenditures and fiscal practices
than is currently available in Wisconsin and it is a good example of how Wisconsin could
implement transparency reporting into law.
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