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On January 8, 2018, the Howard-Suamico School District Board of Education 
unanimously approved an operational referendum question to be placed on 
the April 3, 2018 ballot.

The referendum will address ongoing funding challenges facing the District, 
including those related to reducing class sizes, employee compensation, 
and facility maintenance. The Board is proposing a referendum question 
responsive to input from residents and staff, while leveraging the 
commendable work of the Community Task Force. Enclosed are details of 
the operational referendum question that will appear on the ballot, along 
with answers to frequently asked questions the Board has received through 
surveys and community listening sessions. 

On Tuesday, April 3, 2018, voters in the Howard-Suamico School District  
will be asked to vote on an important referendum question.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Additional information about the District’s needs and the process the Board 
used to evaluate the needs, including the Community Task Force, can be 

found on the District’s website:  www.hssd.k12.wi.us/referendum

To learn more, visit www.hssd.k12.wi.us/referendum

In Wisconsin, the amount of money that school districts receive is restricted by a revenue limit or a revenue 
cap. Each district has its own unique revenue limit. When revenue limits were implemented in 1993, they were 
based on school spending at the time. The Howard-Suamico School District received a very low revenue limit, 
one which is significantly lower than that of its neighbors. Howard-Suamico has operated very conservatively 
in these years. In fact, its revenue limit for 2016–2017 is nearly the same as it was for 2006–2007.

Dear Community Members,
In recent years, the Howard-Suamico School Board of Education has been working to address a number of 
fiscal challenges that, if left unaddressed, threaten the outstanding schools that community members expect.

Despite being a high-achieving school district, Howard-Suamico receives less annual funding than 80 percent 
of the districts in the state. Wisconsin schools operate under a state-imposed revenue limit that restricts the 
amount of money a district can receive. Because of its low revenue situation, our District receives considerably 
less funding than most other school districts on a per-pupil basis.

Last year alone, the Howard-Suamico School District received $7 million less in state per-pupil revenue than 
the average Wisconsin school district. While the Board of Education is committed to ensuring the District 
remains highly efficient and provides taxpayers with a solid return on their investment, the low revenue limit 
has necessitated cuts to teaching staff, support staff, and to critical educational programs. The District is  
facing serious threats to its ability to continue providing top-notch academic programming and support 
programs for students. 

In an effort to address these challenges, the Board engaged the community by conducting two surveys and 
by creating a Community Task Force that independently evaluated the needs of the District and presented to 
the Board a set of recommendations for how the Board should proceed. Included in those recommendations 
is that the Board should proceed with an operational referendum this April 3, 2018. 

As the Board works to address its financial challenges, it is committed to providing as much information 
to community members as possible, to be transparent in every way, and to engage the community in the 
challenges and opportunities of our District. 

Toward that end, we urge you to review the information included in this document. If you have any questions, 
please contact Superintendent Damian LaCroix at 920-662-7709 or damilacr@hssd.k12.wi.us.

As always, thank you for your engagement. 

Sincerely,

Mark Ashley, President
Teresa Ford, Vice President 
Laura Barnard, Clerk
Lisa Botsford, Treasurer

Jeff Eilers, Director
Garry Sievert, Director
Rachelle Paulsen, Director



TASK FORCE
As the stewards of taxpayers’ 
resources, the Board is concerned 
about the long-term financial 
viability of the District. Recently, the 
Board commissioned a Community 
Task Force to guide the Board’s 
planning for a potential April 2018 
Referendum. The Task Force was 
charged with studying the District’s 
funding challenges and ultimately 
recommending a course of action  
to guide future planning.  

The Task Force was comprised 
of 20 resident volunteers who 
conducted their work in four open 
meetings at the District Office 
Training Center on September 13 and 
October 4, 11, and 30. The Task Force 
presented its recommendations to 
the Board on November 13, 2017. 

In keeping with the findings of the Task Force, the Board placed  
a referendum question on the April 3 ballot.

If passed, the referendum will provide $5.85 million to the Howard-
Suamico School District each year for a five-year period and will have  
a neutral impact of $0 per $100,000 of assessed property value.

If passed, the additional revenue limit authority will be used for 
restoring cuts to programs and staff, for hiring additional classroom 
teachers to reduce class sizes, enhancing compensation to support the District’s 
ability to develop, retain, and attract quality staff members, and maintaining safe 
and clean facilities.

THE FOLLOWING WILL APPEAR ON THE APRIL BALLOT: 
Shall the Howard-Suamico School District, Brown County, Wisconsin be authorized to exceed the revenue limit 
specified in Section 121.91, Wisconsin Statutes, for a duration of five years beginning with the 2018-2019 school 
year and ending with the 2022-2023 school year by an amount of $5,850,000 each year for non-recurring 
purposes consisting of reducing class sizes, employee compensation, and facility maintenance?
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The proposed referendum question would have a neutral impact  
on the HSSD property tax levy. The current levy has been flat at  
$9.19 per $1,000 of property value for the past three years and  

would not increase as a result of the proposed referendum.



How can the District ask for an 
additional $5.85 million annually 
without property taxes going up? 
Each year the HSSD tax levy is comprised 
of funds for District operations and debt. 
The Board of Education has maintained a 
commitment to aggressive debt retirement. 
Starting in 2019, District debt payments 
are scheduled to decrease significantly. 
The referendum funds added to the lesser 
remaining debt payments would equal a 
stable tax levy, no increase, for residents.

Why does the District have 
financial challenges? In Wisconsin, 
public school districts are subject to a 
revenue limit that restricts the amount of 
money that districts can receive from state 
aid and local property taxes. Revenue 
limits are determined by the state budget. 
The revenue limit of the Howard-Suamico 
School District is $9,250 per student, 
which is more than $300 per student 
below De Pere’s limit and nearly $350 per 
student below Ashwaubenon’s limit. 

What is a revenue limit? Revenue 
limits are state-imposed controls on the 
amount of money a Wisconsin district can 
receive in state aid and local property 
taxes. Revenue limits were established in 
1993 by state policymakers as a means of 
controlling property taxes. 

Didn’t voters just reject a plan to 
address the District’s needs?  
In April 2017, voters were presented with a 
referendum question that, if passed, would 
have authorized the Board of Education to 
override the state-imposed revenue limit 
on a recurring basis. After the results were 
announced, some residents asked, “Now 
what?” The simple answer is that the needs 
of our schools will not go away. Therefore, 
we had to come up with a solution that 
meets the needs of our students and 
community. Subsequent to the April 
2017 referendum results, the community 
response survey offered two key findings: 
do not place a recurring referendum on 
the ballot and greater clarity on why an 
operational referendum is necessary and 
how the funds will be used.

Why didn’t the District work to 
address its operational needs 
before constructing new facilities 
like the District Office? Planning for 
the District Office began over 10 years 
ago with non-referendum funds being 
accumulated and designated to finance 
construction. When the new building 

opened in May 2015 at a debt-free cost 
of $3.8 million, Lineville and Forest Glen 
students and staff were able to utilize an 
additional 7,425 square feet of instructional 
space. Shortly thereafter, operational 
needs were significantly impacted when 
the 2015-17 state budget froze the District’s 
revenue limit. To learn more about the 
construction and funding of the District 
Office and Training Center, visit our 
referendum website at www.hssd.k12.
wi.us/referendum.

Can HSSD afford to maintain 
unlimited open enrollment?  
Open enrollment has been limited at 
grades 5-8 for the 2017-2018 school 
year and in individual elementary grade 
levels on a case-by-case basis. A detailed 
review of our open enrollment program 
is underway and will likely result in 
recommended changes.

What about the state budget that 
was recently signed into law? 
Simply put, the recently signed state 
budget does not provide the level of 
revenue needed by the District and does 
not address the growing funding gap 
between HSSD and other neighboring 
districts. The additional categorical aid 
provided in the state budget was used to 
restore a portion of the support staff and 
department budget cuts enacted following 
the April 2017 referendum result. 

How has the District used the 
tools provided by Act 10?  
The District has used the flexibility 
provided under Act 10 to reduce its post-
retirement benefit liability by 60 percent, 
reduce costs for health insurance and 
pursue other cost-saving measures by 
asking more from its staff members. 
Moreover, the District has aggressively 
sought new grants, reduced energy 
consumption and pursued other efforts to 
squeeze the most from every dollar that 
taxpayers contribute to our District.

Why not cut other costs?  
The Board continues to seek new ways to 
economize. The Howard-Suamico School 
District is already a low-spending District, 
and can no longer address its challenges 
by cutting expenses alone. General fund 
revenue has increased only $99,881 (0.2 
percent) in the seven-year span from 
2010-11 to 2017-18 while enrollment has 
grown by 396 students (6.9 percent). 
During the same time span, the District has 
reduced staff, cut costs, and decreased 
future liabilities by more than $50 million, 

including cuts and cost avoidance of $7.5 
million over the last 18 months alone.

What will happen if the District’s 
financial needs are not met?  
If the community does not support this 
solution, limitations to programs and 
services will continue.

Last year the request was for $4 
million annually. Why is the new 
referendum question increased 
to $5.8 million annually? The 
referendum funds will be used, in part, to 
restore a portion of the staffing cuts made 
after the April 2017 referendum result.  
Also, the shortened time frame of five 
years for the referendum request allows for 
a more accurate projection of operational 
needs. It is important to note that despite 
an increase in the amount requested, the 
impact of the referendum will be property 
tax neutral. This is due to the Board’s 
ongoing commitment to debt reduction 
and the increase in property valuation 
throughout Howard and Suamico.

How would the referendum  
funds be used? Approximately half of 
the referendum funds would be used to 
hire 30 classroom teachers phased in  
over two years in order to reduce class 
sizes in grades K-12 across the District.  
A little over a quarter of the funds would 
be used to enhance staff compensation 
and close the gap with neighboring 
districts. The remainder of the funds 
would be used to address facility 
maintenance needs identified in the 
recent master facilities study. 

If the HSSD tax levy has been flat 
the last three years, why does my 
property tax bill show an increase?  
According to a year-over-year analysis 
of tax bills for both Howard and 
Suamico properties that was verified by 
the Local Government Services Bureau, 
the increase on residents’ property tax bill 
attributed to HSSD is a result of an increase 
in home estimated fair market value.

Will there be public meetings  
to ask questions and learn more 
information?  Yes. In addition to prior 
meetings in November and December, 
future public meetings with Board of 
Education and Community Task Force 
members in February and March will be 
announced at a later date.

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

For more detailed information on each of these items, please visit the referendum website at www.hssd.k12.wi.us/referendum.


