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Revenue Limit
What is it and how does it impact the budget?
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Established in 1993, revenue limits set a maximum amount of revenue a public school district could raise through state general aid 
and property taxes. The maximum limit for a district can change based on membership and per pupil increases from the state. A 
district may only exceed the revenue limit through an approved exemption or by referendum. 
Some examples of costs for Purchased Services include utilities, software, and contracted services through a vendor. 
Source: Department of Public Instruction
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202425 Revenue Limit for Whitefish Bay - $34,462,709

Revenue Limit 
Exemption or 
Referendum

Staff Salary and 
Benefit Costs

Building 
Maintenance

Other Operating 
Costs

Purchased 
Services*

Supplies and 
Equipment



Revenue Limit Formula
What are the major pieces of the revenue limit?
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Revenue Limit
A complex formula is used to 

set the revenue limit each 
year. The biggest factors that 
can change the revenue limit 
are membership and per pupil 

changes from the state.

Tax Levy
The other portion of the 

revenue limit is the tax levy. A 
district is not allowed to set a 
levy that exceeds the revenue 
limit unless approved through 
a referendum or exemption.

General Aid
General Aid, or Equalization 

Aid, is certified every year on 
October 15th. Membership, 

property values, and spending 
trends determine the 

distribution of aid per district.

The two primary sources of revenue within the revenue limit are state general aid and the the tax levy. If funding increases or 
decreases in one of these revenue sources, there is an inverse relationship that will result in the other source increasing or 
decreasing as well assuming the revenue limit remains the same. For example, if state aid increases, this will more than likely lead 
to a decrease in the tax levy, but not necessarily more funds for a school district since the revenue limit would remain the same. 
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Revenue Limit History
How has the revenue limit changed over time?
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The revenue limit will increase based on state funding allocations and membership. In 202122 and 202223, the state biennial 
budget did not include a per pupil increase for public schools resulting in the revenue limit remaining flat in 202122 and then 
decreasing in 202223.
Source: Department of Public Instruction
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State Funding
How is funding allocated?
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Academic Performance 
≠ 

State Funding

State funding is primarily driven by membership and per pupil increases from the state. Factors such as academic performance 
and local demographics do not impact the total revenue limit for a school district. Local property wealth and spending trends can 
increase or decrease the amount of state general aid a district can receive, but those amounts would be balanced out by the local 
property tax within the revenue limit.
Source: Department of Public Instruction

State Per Pupil Increases

The revenue limit can change 
based on per pupil increases 
from the state. These per pupil 
increases are typically part of 
the state biennial budget.

Membership

Membership counts occur 
twice per year in September 
and January. Membership 
counts are based on resident 
students whether they attend 
the district or not.



State Funding History
What is the recent history of state funding for public education?
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Wisconsin public schools have not received an inflationary increase from the state since 200809 and received no per pupil 
increases in the 202122 and 202223 school years resulting in budget deficits in many districts across the state. Even with limited 
funding, costs continue to rise for school districts resulting in many schools needing to make significant cuts into their educational 
programs or having to pursue an operational referendum. 
Source: Kava, Russ January 9, 2023 Legislative Fiscal Bureau Memo re: Revenue Limit Per Pupil Adjustment Indexed for Inflation; Wisconsin Association of School Business Officials WASBO



Inflation
How does inflation impact the budget?
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Rising inflation has put even more pressure on school districts as they have not received enough state funding to keep up with 
cost increases in compensation, employee benefits, utilities, and other purchased services. As a result, districts must reduce costs 
elsewhere in their budget that may have an impact on instruction or employee retention. 
CPIU is the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers and is used by the Wisconsin Employment Relations Commission WERC) to set the bargaining rates for the upcoming fiscal year. 
Source: Department of Revenue/WERC CPIU Rates; Wisconsin Association of School Business Officials WASBO



Membership
What is membership and how has it changed over time?

9

Sc
ho

ol
 F

in
an

ce
 10

1

Pupil membership has a significant impact on school funding in Wisconsin. Membership is different than enrollment with 
enrollment being the actual number of students in a school district and membership being the number of resident students within a 
district whether they attend their resident district or not. Programs such as open enrollment* may lead to membership and 
enrollment being different amounts. 
* Open enrollment is a program where students can attend another school district outside of their resident district. Resident districts must transfer an amount per student to the non-resident district. 
Source: Department of Public Instruction



General Fund Revenue by Source
What is the source of funding?
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53% 1%46%

Local Sources
Local property tax levy, school 

fees, facility use rentals

State Sources
General Aid, various 

categorical aid

All Other
Federal grants, miscellaneous 

revenue

Revenue for public school districts in Wisconsin comes primarily from local and state sources. For the Whitefish Bay School 
District, revenue from local sources, such as the tax levy, is slightly higher than revenue from state sources, such as General Aid 
and categorical aid. Federal grants and other miscellaneous revenue make up the remaining amount of total revenue. 
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General Fund Expenditures by Object
How is funding spent?
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Salary and Benefits
Compensation for 

employees, employee 
benefits

Purchased Services
Leases, utilities, technology 
and maintenance services

Transfers
Transfers to other funds 
Special Education/Fund 

27

All Other
General supplies, capital 

equipment, liability 
insurance

In most school districts, salaries and benefits make up the majority of expenditures. In the Whitefish Bay School District, salaries 
and benefits represent roughly three-quarters of all the expenses in the General Fund. When the Fund 27 transfer is included, 
which is mostly for employee salary and benefit expenses in special education, that percentage exceeds 85%. 

75% 9% 5%11%
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Comparative Cost
How do spending trends compare with the state average?
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Whitefish Bay School District is one of the lowest spending districts in the state per student. The percentage spent on instruction 
relative to the rest of the budget is higher compared to the state average percentage resulting in more resources going directly to 
educational programs.
Source: Department of Public Instruction



Comparative Cost Comparables
How do spending trends compare to local school districts?
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Compared to area school districts, Whitefish Bay is one of the lowest spending schools per student (member). Spending variances 
between schools can depend on a number of factors including number of staff, employee compensation and benefits, availability 
of programs such as food service and transportation, and maintenance costs. 
Source: Department of Public Instruction



Special Education Funding
How much funding do districts receive for special education?

14

Sc
ho

ol
 F

in
an

ce
 10

1

32.4%

Special Education Aid 
Reimbursement Rate

2024

31.4%29.6%

2022 2023

● Public school districts in Wisconsin only receive about 
30% in funding for special education costs that are 
typically required expenses included in a student's 
Individualized Education Program IEP.

● School districts must also comply with Maintenance of 
Effort MOE) as part the federal program that requires 
districts to maintain a constant level of funding for 
special education from year-to-year. In other words, 
school districts are limited in what costs they can reduce 
in special education in order to balance the budget.

● The special education fund must balance each year so 
school districts must transfer from their operational 
budget into the special education budget to cover the 
shortfall in funding. In 202324, the Whitefish Bay 
School District had to transfer $3.2 million from the 
operating budget to the special education budget in 
order to balance.

Source: Department of Public Instruction



Special Education Membership
How has special education membership changed over time?
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The number of special education students has increased significantly over recent years, which has been a trend statewide in 
public schools. As the number of special education students increases, so do the costs for supporting these students and 
ensuring that they have the resources they need to be successful.
Source: Department of Public Instruction



Long-Term Capital Projects
How are capital projects funded?
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The Whitefish Bay School District currently has over $28 million in capital projects planned over the next ten years. These projects 
currently do not have a dedicated source of funding from year-to-year and, as a result, the District must rely on fund balance and 
savings from prior years to pay for these projects each year. These projects are primarily for maintenance and the replacement of 
equipment/furnishings. 

10Year Capital 
Project Plan =

$28 million

Project Examples Included in the 
10-Year Capital Improvement Plan

Middle School window replacement $250,000

Masonry and tuckpointing at the High School $200,000

Replace a section of the roof at Cumberland Elementary $365,200

Replace steam boilers at the High School $1,252,200

High School Fieldhouse floor replacement $250,000

Replace remaining pneumatics w/ DDC at the High School $1,981,700

Replace classroom unit ventilators at the Middle School $1,941,000



Long-Term Capital Projects and Fund Balance
What is fund balance and how is it used for capital projects?
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The Whitefish Bay School District has over $22 million in the fund balance in the General Fund and over $10 million in Fund 46, 
which is the Long-Term Capital Improvement Trust Fund. Some of these funds could be used to help offset the costs included in 
the 10Year Capital Improvement Plan, but the purpose of these funds is primarily to manage cash flow and plan for unexpected 
emergencies. In addition, the District has over $45 million in capital projects not included in the 10Year Capital Improvement Plan. 

$28 
Million $22 

Million

10Year Capital 
Plan

$10 
Million

Fund Balance Fund 46

$45 
Million

Capital Projects 
Not Included in 
the Capital Plan



Tax Levy
What is included in the tax levy?
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The largest portion of the tax levy comes from the revenue limit. The other pieces of the tax levy include the levy for the 
Community Service Fund, which provides programs for the community as a whole, and the levy for referendum approved debt, 
which is an exemption beyond the revenue limit.
Source: Department of Public Instruction; Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated



Tax Levy History
How has the tax levy changed over the years?
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The overall tax levy for the Whitefish Bay School District has remained relatively flat over the last ten years and is roughly 11% 
lower than it was in 2018. Factors such as enrollment, state funding allocations, and the debt schedule can have an impact on the 
total levy from year-to-year. 
Source: Department of Public Instruction; Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated



Tax Levy Rate
What is the tax levy rate and how is it calculated?
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The Tax Levy Rate, or Mill Rate, is used to provide an estimate to homeowners about how much they can expect to pay in local 
property taxes based on the value of their home. The Tax Levy Rate is an average and can vary from home to home. Beyond 
providing a way to estimate/calculate the school levy tax amount for the upcoming year, the Tax Levy Rate can also be used to 
track trends over time as property values increase or decrease. 
Source: Department of Public Instruction; Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated

Total Levy / Total Property Value per Thousand = Tax Levy Rate or Mill Rate

202425 Tax Levy Rate Calculation: 

● $20,191,886 (total tax levy) / $3,410,098,141 (local property value) * 1,000 = $5.92 Tax Levy Rate

● $5.92 Tax Levy Rate = $592 in property taxes on a $100,000 home (school portion only!) 

● Actual school tax levy amount may be lower due to the School Levy Tax Credit



Local Property Values
How have property values changed over time?
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Property values for the Whitefish Bay School District have increased by over 65% over the last ten years. Increasing property 
values leads to a larger tax base for a school district to administer the tax levy each year, which usually results in a decrease in the 
tax levy rate.
Source: Department of Revenue
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Local Property Values
What are the sources of property value increases?
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Valuation Increase
89.67%

New Construction 
10.33%

Village of Whitefish Bay

When property values increase, the two main sources of that increase are from reassessments on existing property and new 
construction. If the tax levy rate remains the same, a property owner could pay more in taxes if their valuation increased from last 
year. However, this could be offset by new construction, which grows the tax base and could potentially increase the number of 
taxpayers in the community. 
Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue 2024 Statement of Changes in Equalized Values by Class and Item
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Tax Levy Rate
How is the tax levy rate calculated on a tax bill?
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Fair Market 
Value

A

Tax Levy 
Rate

School Levy 
Credit

B

Individualsʼ 
School Levy

C

A
C

B

The tax levy rate for 202324 was $5.96 for every $1,000 of property value. Therefore, the calculation for this example would be 
$399,600 (fair market value) multiplied by .00595573 (tax levy rate divided by 1,000) minus $543.15 (school levy credit). 
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Tax Levy Rate History
How has the tax rate changed over the years?

24

The tax levy rate for the Whitefish Bay School District has decreased by over 44% in the last ten years and has stayed below the 
state average in each of the last five years. 
Source: Department of Public Instruction
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Tax Levy Rate Comparables
How does the tax rate compare to other districts in the area?

25

The Whitefish Bay School District has one of the lowest tax levy rates in the area and is below the K12 average in Wisconsin.
Combined Grade School plus Nicolet UHS $4.61  $461/$100,000
Source: Department of Public Instruction
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Outstanding Debt
What are the current balances for outstanding debt?
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Prior to the Spring 2025 debt payments, the Whitefish Bay School District had over $3.5 million remaining in outstanding principal 
owed on debt obligations from the 2009 referendum. Debt balances and payments are recorded in Fund 39, which is specifically 
used for referendum approved debt. 
Source: Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated



Referendum History
What is the referendum history for Whitefish Bay?
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The Whitefish Bay School District passed two referendum questions in 2009 to issue debt for the total amount of $22.6 million. 
Prior to that, the District had a failed referendum in 1994 for $5 million and passed a referendum in 1995 for $3.975 million. 

The referendum in 2009 included the Great Room additions at Cumberland and Richards, as well as the addition of the music wing 
and Link at the High school. The project in 1995 included a major addition to the Middle School. 
Source: Department of Public Instruction; Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated



Area Referendum Data
Have area districts gone to referendum?
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● As a result of limited state funding, a 
large number of area districts have 
gone to referendum recently to either 
issue debt for capital projects, or to 
seek additional funding above the 
revenue limit through an operational 
referendum.

● When districts go to referendum to 
issue debt, the maximum length they 
can borrow is up to 20 years and the 
maximum debt capacity is 10% of their 
Equalized Value. 

● Districts that go to referendum to 
exceed the revenue limit for 
operational expenses can either have a 
Non-Recurring Referendum NR) that 
only lasts for a set number of years, or 
they can pursue a Recurring 
Referendum RR) that is a permanent 
increase to the revenue limit. 

Source: Department of Public Instruction; Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated



Statewide Referendum Data
How many districts in the state have gone to referendum?
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Since 2004, over 80% of the public school districts in Wisconsin have passed a referendum to either cover operational 
expenditures or to issue debt, or both.  
Source: Department of Public Instruction; Robert W. Baird & Co. Incorporated



School Finance Strengths
What are the areas of strength for school finance? 
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At $5.92, the Whitefish Bay School District has one of the lowest tax levy rates in the area and is below the 
state average of $7.09.The tax levy rate has also decreased by over 44% within the last ten (10) years. 

Whitefish Bay has one of the lowest rates of spending per pupil in the area and is below the state average. 
The District is able to maintain this low level of spending while still having high academic performance.

While membership has fluctuated over the years, it has be relatively stable and has increased over the last 
two years. Stable membership helps the District avoid having to make budget cuts due to loss of funding.

The majority of the remaining outstanding debt for the District is set to be paid off by 2027 with some 
smaller payments through 2030. 

The Whitefish Bay School District has a strong fund balance in the General Fund and in Fund 46, which 
helps the District avoid short-term borrowing, plan for emergency expenses, and cover some capital 
projects. 



School Finance Challenges
What are some of the challenges for school finance? 
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Like all other public school districts in Wisconsin, Whitefish Bay must work within the revenue limit, which 
caps how much revenue a district can collect each year through state aid and the tax levy.

Wisconsin public schools have not received a inflationary increase in state funding since 2008-09, which 
has presented many challenges as costs have continued to increase at or above inflation. 

Costs for special education are only reimbursed up to around 30%, resulting in school districts needing to 
transfer from their operational budget in order to cover the budget shortfall. Special education membership 
also continues to rise. 

Some area districts have passed capital and/or operational referendums that gives them an advantage 
over Whitefish Bay in terms of available resources. 

While Whitefish Bay does have a strong fund balance, the amount available only covers a small portion of 
the capital projects list in the 10-Year Capital Plan. In addition, there is a long list of capital projects that are 
not included in the 10-Year Capital Plan. 



Questions
What questions do you still have on school finance? 
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If you still have questions on school finance, please use the link below to submit them to Ben Irwin, 
Director Business Services.  

School 
Finance 101 
Questions

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdKRsfCYG4-e-BbnBOq8aMNbgC_5kTQhbflFWvwZiuHqfaJCw/viewform?usp=header
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdKRsfCYG4-e-BbnBOq8aMNbgC_5kTQhbflFWvwZiuHqfaJCw/viewform?usp=header
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdKRsfCYG4-e-BbnBOq8aMNbgC_5kTQhbflFWvwZiuHqfaJCw/viewform?usp=header

