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SMALL SCHOOL DISTRICTSFACE COST DISADVANTAGES
WISTAX OffersComparative Databy Didtrict Size

MADISON—Thesmallest school digtrictsin the state have significant cost disadvantages com-
pared to larger districts, according to anew report by the Wisconsin TaxpayersAlliance (WISTAX), a
nonprofit, nonpartisan government-research organization. During the 1999-2000 school year, thesmallest
37K-12districts(or 10%), with between 120 and 405 full-time equival ent students, spent an average of
$8,598 per student, 10% more than the state average of $7,822. Districts with student populations
between 1,415 and 1,900 spent the least, averaging $7,405. Thelargest 17 districts also had above-
average expenditures, at $8,110 per student. Accordingto Todd Berry, WISTAX President, “ Thereport
seemsto indicatethat, at least from aspending perspective, districts can betoo small or too large.”

According to the new report, “ Sizing Up School Districts,” animportant reason for thelarge
differencesin per student spending isthe cost of instruction. Thelargest 17 ($5,212 per pupil) and the
smallest 74 districts ($5,327 for the smallest 10%, $5,205 for the next 10%) have averageinstructional
costs more than 5% abovethe state average of $4,937. Thelargest districtstend to have more experi-
enced teachersand higher pay scales, whichraisestheir costs. Thesmallest districtstendto havesmaller
classsizes, whichincreasesthe amount spent on teacher pay and benefits per pupil.

Small districtsal so have cost disadvantagesin administration and transportation. Per student
administration costsin the smallest 20% of districtsaveraged morethan $850. The state averagewas
$651 and the 17 largest Wisconsin districtsaveraged only $532. Therearemany administration coststhat
aresmilar insmall and large districts—superintendent, businessmanager, etc. Largedistrictscan spread
thesefixed costsover many students, whilesmall districtscannot.

WISTAX researchersnoted that many of thesmall-enrollment districtshad largeland areas. Asa
result, per student transportation costswere also much higher. Thesmallest 37 districtsaveraged $490
per student on transportation, compared to $254 for thelargest 17 districtsand astate average of $355.

WISTAX researchersgrouped 367 K-12 schoal districts (Milwaukee and Norriswere excluded)
into ninegroupsof 37 districts, or about 10% of thetotal in each group. Thelargest 34 districtswere split
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intwo becausethelargest, urban districtshave many unique characteristics. Averagedistrict characteris-

tics, such asdemographics, revenues, state aid, spending and test scores, were then examined.
TheWISTAX report detail sother significant differences between school districtsof different szes:

Researchersfound large staffing differencesamong the size groupings. Small districtshad
63% moreadministrative staff per student than thelargedistricts (0.57 per 100 studentsvs.
0.35). They also had 20% more teachers (8.3 per 100 studentsvs. 6.9). The smallest
districtshad 15.0total staff per 100 students, compared to 12.4 inthelargest districts, a
differenceof nearly 21%.

Averageincomeinthestate’ssmal districtswasmuch lower thaninlargedidricts. Average
adjusted grossincomein thefirst three deciles (or groups of 10%) was $27,659, $30,649
and $30,616. Inthethreegroupscontaining thelargest digtricts, theaveragewas morethan
$38,500.

Property wealth, whichisthebasisfor state equalization aid, varied somewhat among the
sizegroups. Statewide, average equalized property value per student was $341,689 in
2001. However, digtrictsin thefourth, fifth and sixth deciles had between $263,000 and
$278,000 per student, about 20% | ess.

WISTAX researchersfound littlerelationship between the size of school districtsand test
scores. Digrictsintheninth decileand the 17 districtsimmediately abovethem consistently
averaged the highest on the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Exam. However, the
report notesthat these areamong therichest districtsin termsof income, and research has
shownthat family incomeisrel ated to test scores.

For afreecopy of thestudy, “ Sizing Up School Didricts,” writetheWisconsin TaxpayersAlliance,
335W. Wilson &., Madison, WI 53703-3694, e-mail wistax@wistax.org or visit www.wistax.org. [
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