
Dear Community Members, 
 
As the April 4 referendum draws near, I would like to use this opportunity to address some of the most 
frequently asked questions that I have received over the last week. But before I do, it is important to 
provide some background information about the referendum. 
 
As previously noted, on April 4, voters in the Oconto Falls School District will see a referendum 
question on the ballot concerning the school district. The referendum, if it is passed by voters, will 
provide a total of $11.5 million over five years in additional revenue for the district. This money will be 
used to protect the school district and local taxpayers by providing funding in four key areas: 
transportation, technology, curriculum and maintaining facilities and operations. 
 
One question that I have received is related to the governor’s budget. Last month, Governor Walker 
introduced an education budget that, if passed, would provide additional revenue to Wisconsin public 
schools. The question that I have received is, “What happens if the education budget that Governor 
Walker introduced passes as proposed?”  
 
This is a significant question that I am happy to answer. First, it is important to note that the governor’s 
budget proposal is just that, a proposal. As with any state budget proposal, it will go through a 
legislative committee and must be passed by the full legislature. Typically, the final state budget looks 
much different than the one that was initially proposed. 
 
Second, the amount of money proposed in the governor’s budget, while a great help for our district, 
simply will not address the most critical financial challenges currently facing the district. 
 
Finally, if the final state budget is approved with significant funds allocated for public schools and the 
referendum also passes, our school board has the ability to utilize only a portion of the revenue 
authority from the referendum, In other words, the school board could decide to levy less than the 
maximum allowed by the referendum. Another option for the board to consider would be to utilize 
those dollars to further address deferred maintenance throughout the district as the referendum dollars 
will only address the most critical needs.  
 
Given these circumstances as well as the school board’s responsibility to not only the long term 
viability of our schools but also to the local property taxpayers, the members of the school board 
strongly believe that the most fiscally prudent course of action is to proceed with a referendum. 
 
The second question that I encountered several times this week is about maintenance, specifically 
deferred maintenance. The question I received is, “Why wasn’t money from the 2014 referendum that 
is set to expire this year, not used for maintenance?”  
 
Simply stated, a portion of the funds were specifically used to address maintenance. The 2014 
referendum allowed the district to address a number of urgent technology needs, as well as make 
some necessary roof repairs. However, the dollars from the 2014 referendum were slated to address 
only the most critical needs. Given the loss of funds toward the overall budget due to declining 
enrollments, we continue to experience an increasing level of deferred maintenance within our school 
district.   
 
 



 

 
The bottom line is that as enrollment declines, the amount of money a school district can spend also 
declines. Student enrollment in the Oconto Falls School District has decreased by approximately 100 
students since September 2011. Unfortunately, the district’s revenue has declined more quickly than 
its ability to save money by serving fewer students, which has created ongoing budget deficits.  
 
With this in mind, it is important to also note that in an effort to cut costs, the district used the authority 
provided by Act 10 to reduce staffing, benefits, and implement salary freezes, as well as below-the-
cost-of-living increases. Yet, the district continues to face financial challenges. In fact, despite efforts 
to cut costs, the district’s revenue-limit authority in the 2015–2016 school year was lower than in 2010, 
including the $400,000 provided by the referendum. 
 
Looking forward, the district’s financial projections show that the district will face a budget deficit of 
more than $1 million in the 2017–2018 school year if a replacement referendum is not passed. 
Therefore, necessary maintenance will continue to be deferred and significant cuts will need to be 
made, resulting in dramatic changes to school programs and services.  
 
Once again, as April 4 nears, I want to thank you again for your consideration of the school district 
referendum that will be on the ballot. As always, I encourage you to learn more by visiting the district’s 
website or by contacting me at (920) 848-4471 or dean.hess@of-ps.org. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dean Hess, Superintendent  
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