
REPORT: IRG’S ESSER RELIEF AUDIT 
DECEMBER 22, 2023 DATA

CONGRESS GAVE $1.49 BILLION TO WISCONSIN SCHOOLS. 
ARE YOUR SCHOOLS INVESTING WISELY? 

Summary: The coronavirus pandemic was a 2-year catastrophe for children. Students suffered through virtual schooling, 
quarantined teachers, and emotional misery. Academic results, the lowest this century, still have not recovered. 

After sending $860 million to help Wisconsin public schools manage through spring 2021, Congress sent a final $1.49 billion 
to get students back on track. 

The goal? Do whatever it takes to catch kids up by September 2024. 

The problem? No one knows how schools have directed it or not directed it…until now. 

The Institute for Reforming Government, a public policy center dedicated to making Wisconsin’s public and private schools 
the nation’s best, is the first to assess 450 districts’ coronavirus relief budgets line by line. By releasing this information to 
the public and lawmakers, IRG hopes to inform parents and taxpayers, to highlight successes and failures in school 
allocations, to hold the Department of Public Instruction accountable for children’s futures, and to influence state budget 
discussions. Following this, IRG will release a set of constructive solutions to upgrade our schools, having already begun 
with reading and the teacher supply. 

WHAT IS ESSER? 

Congress created the Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund in March 2020 to get massive amounts of 
money to schools and kids quickly during the pandemic. This happened 3 times. ESSER I got students through the end of the 
disrupted year. ESSER II was supposed to get children out of lockdowns and safely back in school. Because kids shattered in 
isolation, Congress passed ESSER III on March 11, 2021. After receiving $860 million in ESSER I and II, districts now had 3 
years, through September 30, 2024, to allocate $1.49 billion on catching kids up.  

Unfortunately, a long political debate caused Wisconsin to be the last state in the nation to receive all of its ESSER III relief. 
The Department of Education approved the first 7 states on July 7, 2021. Wisconsin received the majority of its funds on 
December 6, 2021, and unlocked all funds May 2, 2022. As a result, most districts faced higher costs without relief during 
the 2022 school year. 

Districts accepted an extra $1,853.06 per public school student over 2 remaining years, $926.53 per year. For reference, 
districts received $14,736.52 per student before the pandemic. 

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/WI?cti=PgTab_GapComparisons&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=WI&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2003R3&sg=All%20students&sgvs=desc&ts=Cross-Year&tss=2022R3&sfj=NP
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1u1yT2773jefCdKgSrJKGLxBzmJ3Cfjhc1KgzaaViA6Y
https://reforminggovernment.org/esser-funding-audit
https://reforminggovernment.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/2022-10-26-IRG-Get-Right-on-Reading-FINAL.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/education-stabilization-fund/elementary-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2020/04/ESSER-Fund-Cover-Letter.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2021/01/Final_ESSERII_CoverLetter_1.5.21.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2021/03/ARP_Letter_Sec_to_Chiefs_FINAL.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1u1yT2773jefCdKgSrJKGLxBzmJ3Cfjhc1KgzaaViA6Y
https://dpi.wi.gov/arp/esser-iii
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/politics/2021/05/26/top-wisconsin-republican-says-schools-shouldnt-get-general-fund-increase/7435538002
https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/some-in-congress-fear-state-budget-decisions-may-undercut-covid-19-education-relief/2021/06
https://will-law.org/jfc-republicans-invest-in-wisconsin-schools
https://madison.com/news/local/education/local_schools/feds-deny-gop-plan-to-give-77m-in-covid-relief-to-wisconsin-school-districts-that/article_fdefe251-f22c-51f0-a5ba-7d6ac62274bf.html
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/education-stabilization-fund/elementary-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund/stateplans
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/arp/arp_esser-iii_revised_wi_state_plan_submitted_2022.02.08.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/us-department-education-approves-wisconsins-plan-use-american-rescue-plan-funds-support-k-12-schools-and-students-distributes-remaining-514-million-state
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/us-department-education-approves-wisconsins-plan-use-american-rescue-plan-funds-support-k-12-schools-and-students-distributes-remaining-514-million-state
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/arp/Wisconsin_state_set-aside_ARP_ESSER_State_Plan_Conditions_Approval_Letter_final.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1zMZDOc0VHKLfd_MrLNYbCvZ-IzJpSVh8m-fC5IMKKAo
https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/2018-2022-fall-pupil-count-data
https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/statistical/cost-revenue/comparative-revenue-member
https://reforminggovernment.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/2023-5-1-Teacher-Preparedness-v3.pdf
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Unfortunately, this funding is not transparent. DPI, which approves and documents spending plans, made it arduous for 
regular people to understand them. 

● DPI releases proposed expenditures in 450 individual pdfs, uncollected, unsortable, and unusable for a typical
taxpayer. Other states did better.

● These pdf files are detailed but ultimately group money into large, unhelpful categories that mask where money is
going.

○ Preparedness and Response to COVID-19
○ Addressing Long-Term School Closure
○ Educational Technology
○ Outreach and Service Delivery to Special Populations
○ Addressing After-School and Summer Learning
○ Mental Health Services and Supports
○ Continued Staff Employment

● DPI lets districts classify the same items multiple ways. Laptops can be Closure or Technology, for example, special
needs can be Closure or Outreach, and busing can be Closure or Response. This renders DPI’s categories unreliable.

● Districts can remove or reclassify approved budget items with DPI approval at any time, making transparency
difficult as spending plans shift.

● Public accounting, both official and unofficial, exists, but is long outdated and uses the vague categories.
This makes it difficult to assess whether Wisconsin funds “help safely reopen and sustain the safe operation of schools and 
address the impacts of the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic on the Nation's students by addressing students' academic, 
social, emotional, and mental health needs.” 

HOW DID IRG CALCULATE ESSER ALLOCATIONS?

IRG wants to put kids first and to encourage oversight on important programs. So, IRG compiled, totaled, and analyzed 
the December 22, 2023, files to show where money will go and how much remains unobligated. IRG will monitor
allocations through the ESSER III deadline, September 30, 2024, and publish ongoing updates. 

● All 450 files are current budgets, not receipts. DPI approves spending plans monthly, after which a district can
actually make purchases. Districts can budget a portion of their total and budget more in later updates.

● All district and state totals include the formula grant, the evidence-based improvement strategies grant, and the
supplemental grant. They also include money given to charters that opened in 2021 and received ESSER II funds
later, which slowed their ESSER III planning and budgeting.

● All district and state totals exclude funds for LETRS, Lakeland School, Syble Hopp School, Wisconsin Center for the
Blind and Visually Impaired, and Wisconsin School for the Deaf, as DPI does not track them publicly.

● For the IRG Categories chart, IRG created its own specific categories. IRG analyzed line after line to determine
whether funding will go to teachers, summer school, mental health, or many other things.

● For the Wisconsin DPI Categories chart, IRG sorted allocations into DPI’s vague categories. All budgeting in Section
A was Preparedness and Response to COVID-19. DPI labeled all items in Section C. IRG used its discretion for the
unlabeled Sections B and Addendum, interpreting the EBIS information for categorization.

● For the Wisconsin DPI Accounting Codes chart, IRG simply arranged allocations by the Wisconsin Uniform Financial
Accounting Requirements listed under Object.

● The bottom table is the official IRG data with even more detail.

IS ESSER REACHING CHILDREN?

https://dpi.wi.gov/arp/esser-iii/lea-plans
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/ESSER-Spending-Dashboard.aspx
https://esser-insight.ade.arkansas.gov/
https://www.in.gov/doe/grants/esser-geer-dashboard
https://bi.nc.gov/t/DPI-FinancialBusinessServices/views/COVID-19AllotmentExpendituresandDetailedExpenditures/Story1?%3A
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1K78BQsDluMQ0aDTzd0Qb1gQKmLXVhfRYkBzXm6S3bCY
https://dpi.wi.gov/cares/reporting-requirements
https://covid-relief-data.ed.gov/
https://edunomicslab.org/esser-spending
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/04/22/2021-08359/american-rescue-plan-act-elementary-and-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/04/22/2021-08359/american-rescue-plan-act-elementary-and-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/04/22/2021-08359/american-rescue-plan-act-elementary-and-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund
https://dpi.wi.gov/arp/esser-iii/lea-plans
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ipaC-jYdHlJGcQBAT7Nt_WKRufCv58GUwqsBSzVt4ns
https://dpi.wi.gov/arp/esser-iii
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/administrators/e-mail/ESSER_II_and_III_allocations-DAs.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/administrators/e-mail/ESSER_II_and_III_allocations-DAs.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/finances/wufar/overview
https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/finances/wufar/overview
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● Districts have not finished allocating all of the money, despite 9 months remaining.
○ 79.4% of $1.49 billion has been approved, up from 67.0% in May.
○ 100.0% of funds should have been approved for learning needs by this point, December 2023. Only 5 

months of the standard school year remain, and DPI is supposed to approve relief spending before it 
occurs. School districts finalized their budgets in October, yet have not accounted for all funds to DPI.

○ Charter schools allocated 73.5%, a lower percentage.
○ Divided by congressional district, approvals rank highest for the 2nd (94.2%), 3rd (91.8%), 7th (88.2%), 

5th (87.1%), 6th (83.5%), 1st (76.9%), 4th (72.7%), and 8th (66.7%).
● Some districts have approved alarmingly little funding this late in the process.

○ 39 districts have less than 50.0% approved, including Green Bay, Fond Du Lac, West Bend, and Prairie Du 
Chien. 8 districts have $0.00 approved, including Wisconsin Dells, Washington-Caldwell, and Port 
Washington-Saukville.

○ 4 charter schools have $0.00 approved.
● Many districts have completely worked out their recovery plans.

○ 244 districts have more than 98.0% of their dollars approved, including Black River Falls, Stevens Point, 
Ashland, Janesville, and Marinette.

○ 17 charter schools have more than 98.0% approved.
● DPI has allowed some districts to allocate money that they do not have.

○ 3 districts of those 244 overran their allotment by a total of $278,154.61 over budget. After IRG’s 
oversight, this is down from 14 districts by a total of $1,367,161.30 in March. DPI should have corrected 
the remaining budgets as well.

○ 0 of the 17 charter schools overran their allotment.
● Lower-income districts did not always get more money than higher-income districts.

○ Surprisingly, districts with more low-income students did not necessarily get more relief per student.
○ These are the 10 districts that got the most relief per child and their poverty rates. It uses 2022-2023’s 

enrollment and low-income rate.
■ Granton ($8,862 per child, 49% low-income)
■ Milwaukee ($7,731 per child, 83% low-income)
■ Menominee Indian ($7,058 per child, 93% low-income)
■ Hillsboro ($7,023 per child, 44% low-income)
■ Lac Du Flambeau ($5,332 per child, 10% low-income)
■ Norwalk-Ontario-Wilton ($5,265 per child, 54% low-income)
■ Norris ($5,176 per child, 0% low-income)
■ Washington ($4,882 per child, 31% low-income)
■ La Farge ($4,857 per child, 46% low-income)
■ Norway ($4,590 per child, 33% low-income)

○ These are districts in the bottom half of relief per student with over 50% low-income.
■ Juda ($1,148 per child, 61% low-income)
■ Greenfield ($1,132 per child, 51% low-income)
■ Solon Springs ($1,112 per child, 51% low-income)
■ Saint Francis ($935 per child, 51% low-income)
■ Grantsburg ($770 per child, 51% low-income)
■ Arcadia ($673 per child, 78% low-income)

○ These wild variations occurred, in part, because Congress allocated funding based on how much Title I 
funding a district received. Title I is a federal program meant to address poverty, but not every low-
income child receives an equal amount.

https://dpi.wi.gov/wisedash/download-files
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/education-stabilization-fund/elementary-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund
https://dpi.wi.gov/title-i
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2019/2019016.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/finances/budgeting/process-overview
https://dpi.wi.gov/wisedash/download-files
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● Some of Wisconsin's biggest districts have not allocated sufficiently.

○ The 20 districts that received the most ESSER III funding are Milwaukee, Racine, Kenosha, Green Bay, 
Madison, Beloit, Janesville, Appleton, West Allis-West Milwaukee, Oshkosh, Sheboygan, Eau Claire, 
Waukesha, Wausau, Fond Du Lac, La Crosse, Manitowoc, Wisconsin Rapids, Superior, and Menominee 
Indian.

○ Those districts have 74.5% of their allotment approved, up from 65.1%. Some districts have met the 
standard, allocating over 98.0%.

■ Janesville (100.0% allocated)
■ La Crosse (100.0% allocated)
■ Waukesha (100.0% allocated)
■ West Allis-West Milwaukee (100.0% allocated)
■ Appleton (100.0% allocated)
■ Madison (99.8% allocated)
■ Eau Claire (99.0% allocated)
■ Wausau (98.7% allocated)

○ Other districts have not even allocated 50.0%.
■ Green Bay (30.1% allocated)
■ Fond Du Lac (49.9% allocated)

● Some districts that did not allocate much funding had poor recovery in reading.
○ Among districts with the worst recoveries in reading from 2022 to 2023, many did not allocate sufficient 

funding for students. The percentage of students below grade level persisted or even grew post-
pandemic in the districts below, yet they allocated below 50.0% of their funds by May.

• Two Rivers (29.3% allocated, 8.3% more below grade level since 2022, 19.6% more 
below grade level since 2019)

• Ripon (0.0% allocated, 3.9% more below grade level since 2022, 9.8% more below 
grade level since 2019

• Manitowoc (25.7% allocated, 2.4% more below grade level since 2022, 7.7% more 
below grade level since 2019

• Beloit (2.5% allocated, 0.0% less below grade level since 2022, 8.7% more below grade 
level since 2019

• McFarland (36.2% allocated, -0.1% less below grade level since 2022, 18.5% more 
below grade level since 2019

• Monona Grove (8.3% allocated, -0.2% less below grade level since 2022, 10.1% more 
below grade level since 2019

• Medford (38.3% allocated, -0.7% less below grade level since 2022, 17.6% more below 
grade level since 2019

• Green Bay (25.1% allocated, -1.5% less below grade level since 2022, 9.4% more below 
grade level since 2019

• Freedom (0.0% allocated, -1.5% less below grade level since 2022, 5.2% more below 
grade level since 2019

● Some districts that did not allocate much funding had disastrous recovery in mathematics.

○ Nationwide, it was mathematics, not reading, that dropped sharply during the pandemic.
○ Among districts with the worst recoveries in mathematics from 2022 to 2023, many did not

allocate sufficient funding for students. The percentage of students below grade level persisted or even 
grew post-pandemic in the districts below, yet they allocated below 50.0% of their funds by May.

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/24/us/math-reading-scores-pandemic.html
https://dpi.wi.gov/wisedash/download-files
https://dpi.wi.gov/wisedash/download-files
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■ Two Rivers (29.3% allocated, 6.5% more below grade level since 2022, 17.3% more below grade
level since 2019)

■ Beloit (2.5% allocated, 3.8% more below grade level since 2022, 15.6% more below grade level
since 2019

■ McFarland (36.2% allocated, 3.2% more below grade level since 2022, 20.6% more below grade
level since 2019

■ Medford (38.3% allocated, 2.5% more below grade level since 2022, 16.7% more below grade
level since 2019

■ Ripon (0.0% allocated, 1.0% more below grade level since 2022, 6.8% more below grade level
since 2019

■ Monona Grove (8.3% allocated, 0.8% more below grade level since 2022, 12.8% more below
grade level since 2019

■ New Richmond (16.4% allocated, 0.8% more below grade level since 2022, 6.2% more below
grade level since 2019

■ Oshkosh (19.1% allocated, 0.7% more below grade level since 2022, 5.8% more below grade level
since 2019

■ Superior (30.7% allocated, -0.7% less below grade level since 2022, 7.3% more below grade level
since 2019

■ Sheboygan Falls (38.5% allocated, -1.7% less below grade level since 2022, 9.5% more below
grade level since 2019

● Allocation purpose is terribly questionable.
○ All further data excludes unbudgeted funds, analyzing allocated funds only.
○ In short, districts budgeted 1/3 for teachers, instructional staff, and classroom supplies. They budgeted a

shocking 1/4 for construction and, surprisingly, just 1/15 on mental health.
○ These are allocations by IRG categories, the same as chart 1.

■ 25.4% Teacher (instructional leaders and supplies)
■ 2.1% Paraprofessional (teachers’ assistants and supplies)
■ 10.7% Curriculum (other instructional staff and materials)
■ 2.4% Student Service (non-instructional staff and materials)
■ 1.6% Outside-School (other after-school and summer school staff and materials)
■ 2.0% Engagement (other staff and materials focused on non-native English speakers, social work,

and community engagement)
■ 6.7% Mental Health (counselors and materials)
■ 6.6% Physical Health (nurses and supplies)
■ 4.9% Training (professional development staff and materials)
■ 5.6% Technology (digital staff and supplies)
■ 2.5% Transportation (travel staff and equipment)
■ 23.9% Construction (renovation staff and equipment)
■ 1.9% Retention (employment bonuses and incentives)
■ 0.2% Finance (accounting staff and supplies)
■ 3.5% Miscellaneous (overhead)

○ These are allocations by Wisconsin DPI categories, the same as chart 2.
■ 32.4% Preparedness And Response To COVID-19
■ 44.2% Addressing Long-Term School Closure
■ 6.2% Educational Technology
■ 2.0% Outreach And Service Delivery To Special Populations
■ 4.5% Addressing After-School And Summer Learning
■ 7.2% Mental Health Services And Supports
■ 0.0% Continued Staff Employment
■ 3.5% Miscellaneous (overhead)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1K78BQsDluMQ0aDTzd0Qb1gQKmLXVhfRYkBzXm6S3bCY
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○ These are allocations by Wisconsin DPI accounting codes, the same as chart 3.
• 43.2% Compensation (permanent staff, “salaries”)
• 1.9% Benefits (bonuses, “employee benefits”)
• 36.6% Services (temporary labor, “purchased services”)
• 10.6% Supplies (light materials, “non-capital objects”)
• 3.9% Equipment (heavy machinery, “capital objects”)
• 0.4% Repayments (debt payments, “debt retirement”)
• 0.0% Insurance (coverage, “insurance and judgements”)
• 0.0% Transfers (moving dollars to other accounts, “transfers”)
• 0.0% Fees (dues, “other objects”)
• 3.5% Miscellaneous (overhead)

● Districts allocated the 2nd-most money to construction, the least likely thing to help students recover.
○ 23.9%, or 1 of every 4 dollars, was allocated toward new additions or renovations.
○ 59 districts allocated more than 33.3% to construction despite this not addressing learning loss. Of those, 

38 allocated more than 50.0%. Of those, 21 allocated more than 66.7%.
○ Heating and cooling is worthwhile construction.  Many districts have aging infrastructure with inefficient 

temperature control or none at all! Extreme temperatures distract students in winter and late spring. 
However, it is unknown if districts focused on temperature control and ventilation rather than athletic 
facilities.

○ Additionally, districts now face hard financial choices since low birth rates have led to fewer students and 
consolidated schools. Districts that upgrade half-empty buildings could lose their investment when 
enrollment shrinks.

● Districts are at risk of excessive overhead allocations.
○ 3.5%, or $41,700,957.02, is miscellaneous, overhead allocation, down from 3.6%.
○ After IRG’s oversight of unlabeled “None” funds, DPI clarified that those are allocations toward ESSER III-

related overhead. IRG appreciates DPI’s transparency.
○ However, the federal government still imposes limits on overhead. ESSER III uses the limit for unrestricted 

funds, which is very high. Despite that, Beaver Dam, Wautoma, and Albany appear to be exceeding their 
2022-2023 overhead limits.

● Students desperately need mental health support, but districts have not made that a budget priority.
○ 6.7% was allocated toward mental health staff, services, and supplies.
○ To show how minor allocations have been, that is 1/4 of what went to construction and a little more than 

what went to computers and technology support or professional development.
● Parents care deeply about school safety, but nothing has been done.

○ Disruptive classrooms prevent learning and cause teacher turnover. Parents know that the pandemic 
spiked disruptions in schools along with rudeness and crime in general society. 4 of 9 parents are worried 
about their children’s safety at school.

○ So far, only 7 districts, Racine, Janesville, Rhinelander, and 4 Milwaukee charters, explicitly marked dollars 
for school safety.

● Wisconsin is underutilizing highly effective recovery methods.
○ Districts allotted only 4.9% to training. Yet, new legislation requires teachers to be retrained in phonics-

based literacy methods that change children's lives. Beginning training, along with the other reforms that 
IRG supported, would help children flourish sooner.

○ Only 4.6% of all allocations went to summer school or after-school staff and programs. Wisconsin could 
help kids recover by recruiting tutors for all hours of the day.

○ Only 3.0% of all allocations went to engagement teachers, staff, and supplies despite 6.3% of students not 
speaking English as their native language.

https://aepacoop.org/upgrading-a-school-hvac-system-benefits-and-considerations
https://docs.google.com/document/d/107RexpRUEFVK6ANQVo4RGsR_pOKaAxun5iN4zUNNFug
https://hechingerreport.org/canceled-classes-sweltering-classrooms-how-extreme-heat-impairs-learning
https://mps.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/News/MPS-schools-will-close-early-due-to-heat-on-June-14-2022-.htm
https://onmilwaukee.com/articles/washington-high-school-field
https://apnews.com/article/coronavirus-pandemic-school-funding-sports-5b468b260ebd2593e53f03f9104d9bca
https://www.greenbaypressgazette.com/story/news/education/2023/10/24/green-bay-school-board-closes-of-keller-and-tank-elementary-schools/71293907007
https://www.wausaudailyherald.com/story/news/education/2023/11/28/wausau-school-board-looks-for-new-plan-to-address-district-concerns-after-nixing-high-school-merger/71725171007
https://kenoshanews.com/news/local/stocker-vernon-mckinley-jefferson-lincoln/article_6e60acc0-9980-11ee-99be-43029644aebc.html
https://lacrossetribune.com/news/local/education/our-school-district-is-shrinking-committee-recommends-closing-hintgen-north-woods-elementaries-in-la-crosse/article_4ec6866c-7a47-11ee-831d-4b192df84a51.html
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/we-need-prepare-now-school-closures-are-coming
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2022/12/ESSER-and-GEER-Use-of-Funds-FAQs-December-7-2022-Update.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2022/12/ESSER-and-GEER-Use-of-Funds-FAQs-December-7-2022-Update.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/arp/esser-iii/lea-plans
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ef24QVuviVW_mnaCxIowyogleyLdzlVV4e7joMm-fSM
https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/aid/grant-programs/indirect-cost-information
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2022/7/6/23197094/student-fights-classroom-disruptions-suspensions-discipline-pandemic
https://law.marquette.edu/poll/2022/10/12/new-marquette-law-school-poll-survey-of-wisconsin-voters-finds-johnson-leading-barnes-in-senate-race-evers-and-michels-in-a-gubernatorial-toss-up
https://news.gallup.com/poll/399680/parent-student-school-safety-concerns-elevated.aspx
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2023/related/acts/20
https://features.apmreports.org/sold-a-story
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/06/education/learning/mississippi-schools-literacy.html
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/2022/09/08/could-wisconsin-educators-learn-mississippis-reading-reforms/10027917002
https://reforminggovernment.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/2022-10-26-IRG-Get-Right-on-Reading-FINAL.pdf
https://www.aasathoughtleadercentral.org/resource/using-esser-funds-for-high-dosage-tutoring
https://dpi.wi.gov/wisedash/download-files
https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/finances/wufar/overview
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/wisconsins-birth-rate-is-falling-but-why
https://www.madison.k12.wi.us/budget-planning-accounting
https://mps.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/News/MPS-schools-will-close-early-due-to-heat-on-June-14-2022-.htm
https://madison.com/news/local/education/local_schools/teachers-students-struggle-with-lack-of-air-conditioning-amid-spring-heatwave/article_1c54fe82-462b-5e25-b25a-ee992e9d39ec.html
https://www.whby.com/2022/05/13/appleton-suring-and-gillett-schools-cancel-classes-and-events
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● Wisconsin will face a reckoning when ESSER money runs out.
o $512,278,121.21 over 1.5 years has been allocated to permanent personnel versus temporary services or 1-

time purchases.
o When money runs out, Wisconsin schools could confront between 1% and 4% declines in their budgets.

Districts must manage fewer resources or cope with large expenses on their books.
● Private schools got almost nothing despite facing the same crisis.

o Private schools did receive ESSER I dollars. They received $0.00 in ESSER II or III.
o Private schools instead received a small amount called EANS I and II based on poverty rates.
o Private schools, voucher or not, received $889 per student compared to $1,853 for public school students

in the last funding round.
o Of the 141 districts where both private and public schools got money, there were 105 districts where

private schools got less per student. The biggest gap for public schools was Ashwaubenon at -$292 less
than local private schools. The biggest gap for private schools was Milwaukee at -$6,596 less than local
public schools.

HOW DID MILWAUKEE BECOME SUCH A MESS?

IRG has 1 big question after countless hours reviewing financial documents: who is in charge here?

Following the January 31 IRG audit, DPI faced a flood of questions over whether the $1.49 billion was helping students. 
In response, DPI took the time to email every Superintendent in Wisconsin a beautifully designed, 2-page response to 
IRG. It did not accept accountability for overallocated money, nor did it identify any IRG errors. It did shift responsibility 
to districts, writing that “districts have plans in place,” whether or not those plans are DPI-approved, public, and 
transparent, as required. Yet, districts contradict that they have been responsible for sluggish or questionable 
allocations.

For example, Milwaukee Public Schools, which claims 1/3 of Wisconsin’s total funding, had $0 approved before IRG’s 
March 2 update. They blamed DPI, making 2 bombshell claims.

First, Chief Financial Officer Martha Kreitzman said that its “plan was submitted in April,” meaning it took DPI 10 
months to approve! Second, she said that districts have been forced to spend money without DPI approval, which is a 
clear violation of DPI’s agreement with the Department of Education and is perilous stewardship of 1-time funds. She 
held a nervous, impatient exchange with Board Member Henry Leonard about it.

"So, we're spending money that we can't claim. … Because we can't claim and we don't have an approved application, if 
something would come back that it's not approved and what if we already have been spending on it? We need, like, a 
backup plan."

"But aren't [DPI] also on a timetable? Don't they have to make these approvals so we can move ahead? I'm just asking 
because it's making me nervous when I think of everything we've set up and we're still waiting on them to give us the 
stamp of approval."

"You're correct that there's a timetable and the money would end up being given back if we can't spend it. It would also 
put us in a bad place. … We have been urging the state to approve our application."

Governor Evers himself, in a March 3 interview, seemed unaware of the controversy as well as the $555 million then 
unallocated. “The unspent moneys, for the vast, vast, vast majority of it, is already obligated. … It’s not just sitting 
there,” he insisted.

https://dpi.wi.gov/sfs/statistical/cost-revenue/section-d
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d22/tables/dt22_236.30.asp
https://www.greenbaypressgazette.com/story/news/education/2022/08/04/schools-face-looming-fiscal-cliff-inflation-and-frozen-funding-education/10158585002
https://journaltimes.com/news/local/education/racine-schools-facing-fiscal-cliff-starting-in-2024-25/article_46fa9684-3b9b-11ee-a1cb-db166df703c5.html
https://dpi.wi.gov/cares/esser-grants
https://dpi.wi.gov/crrsaa/esser-ii
https://dpi.wi.gov/arp/esser-iii
https://dpi.wi.gov/crrsaa/eans
https://wiseye.org/2023/03/03/newsmakers-gov-tony-evers-on-2023-25-budget-proposal
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bqyvdiYLWe0
https://dpi.wi.gov/administrators/e-mail/esser-budget-resource
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/administrators/e-mail/federal-budgets-handout.pdf
https://reforminggovernment.org/irgs-k-12-covid-relief-audit-forces-public-dpi-response
https://reforminggovernment.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/ESSER-Department-Of-Public-Instruction-Response.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/live/ZO5DVp8EFi0?feature=share&t=2833
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/arp/arp_esser-iii_revised_wi_state_plan_submitted_2022.02.08.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/live/ZO5DVp8EFi0?feature=share&t=2918
https://wiseye.org/2023/03/03/newsmakers-gov-tony-evers-on-2023-25-budget-proposal
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Who is in charge here?

If DPI was taking its time to ensure that every dollar maximized students’ academic and mental health recovery, it could 
defend the wait. However, the Milwaukee budget that DPI eventually approved was a catastrophe. Milwaukee put 45.7% 
of current allocations toward construction. Its board and DPI agreed on this even though Milwaukee’s Black students rank 
last in the nation in reading among big districts.

When the Wisconsin State Journal asked DPI about such large construction spending, Policy Initiatives Adviser Laura Adams 
responded, “‘It’s actually pretty complicated for our districts to use the federal funds for construction because of the 
additional requirements that come along with using the federal funds for construction…’ such as making air quality 
improvements or fixing a leaky roof above a classroom.” As the article points out, that is not true of Milwaukee, which built 
new open-air classrooms and renovated gymnasiums, tennis courts, swimming pools, and football fields.

On top of that, Milwaukee still has $137,976,974.00 yet to be approved by DPI, the largest such amount in the state. Large 
districts like Madison, Janesville, Appleton, West Allis-West Milwaukee, Waukesha, Wausau, and La Crosse have nearly the 
entirety of their funding approved. What explains Milwaukee’s delay?

IRG is committed to this project because our state’s leaders are not explaining or mending these problems. Why have 
districts put more toward renovating buildings than to almost any other cause? Why are the internal district plans that DPI 
and Governor Evers confidently reference so different from the final ones that they actually approve? And why can nobody 
decide who controls when and how $1.49 billion gets allocated?

None of the delays, none of the gym expansions, and none of the blank checks help students who were robbed of the 
learning, friendships, and traditions that school should bring.

HOW CAN WE ADJUST TO PUT KIDS FIRST?

School staff have faced harrowing challenges for 4 years now, and that will not change soon. Teachers and support 
employees on the ground deserve none of the blame for if and where dollars have gone out. Wisconsin can never thank 
them enough for buoying children during the worst crisis any of us will live to see.

The blame falls on the Department of Public Instruction. Without public transparency, funding sat idle or inadequately 
addressed our children’s needs.

Thanks to grade inflation, many parents think that the crisis has passed. This is folly. Wisconsin ranks 19th nationally in 
cost-of-living-adjusted education spending, but our White students rank 22nd in reading, our Hispanic students rank 25th, 
and our Black students rank second from last. Attendance, college enrollment, and test scores all went down from 2019.

We must correct our course to save this generation of students. Our future as a state depends on it. We are almost out of 
time.

● DPI should see to it that each district with low allocations immediately hastens spending plans or reports
spending already happening.

o Most students already went through the 2022 and 2023 school years without additional financial support.
They cannot lose 2024 as well.

https://milwaukeepublic.ic-board.com/attachments/dbb57a1b-8197-4bf6-be38-033e83e53857.pdf
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/districtprofile/overview/XK?cti=PgTab_GapComparisons&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=XK&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2022R3&sg=Race%2FEthnicity%3A%20White%20vs.%20Black&sgv=Black&sgvs=desc&ts=Single%20Year&tss=2022R3&sfj=NL
https://madison.com/news/local/education/local_schools/the-clock-is-ticking-on-wisconsins-k-12-covid-relief-funds-how-are-schools-spending/article_4dccac01-f9e8-52d0-b679-330d31ffb69e.html
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/education/2023/06/19/milwaukee-public-schools-builds-outdoor-classroom-at-bryant-elementary/70307636007
https://mps.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/MPS-English/CFO/ESSER/ESSERIIandIIIProposedBudgetRevisionDetail-Fall2023.pdf
https://www.the74million.org/article/190b-later-reason-to-worry-relief-funds-wont-curb-covids-academic-crisis
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/secured/documents/pdfs/Grade-Inflation-Continues-to-Grow-in-the-Past-Decade-Final-Accessible.pdf
https://www.the74million.org/article/schools-face-urgency-gap-on-pandemic-recovery-5-takeaways-from-new-study
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_236.75.asp
https://www.coli.org
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/WI?cti=PgTab_GapComparisons&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=WI&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2022R3&sg=Race%2FEthnicity%3A%20White%20vs.%20Black&sgv=Black&sgvs=desc&ts=Single%20Year&tss=2022R3&sfj=NP
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/WI?cti=PgTab_GapComparisons&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=WI&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2022R3&sg=Race%2FEthnicity%3A%20White%20vs.%20Black&sgv=Black&sgvs=desc&ts=Single%20Year&tss=2022R3&sfj=NP
https://dpi.wi.gov/wisedash/download-files


● DPI should immediately eliminate overallocation among districts.
o 0 districts should have allocated beyond their means. DPI should better monitor budgets to ensure that

this does not happen as the deadline approaches.
● DPI should ensure that no district surpasses its overhead limit.

o IRG appreciates that DPI has clarified the millions in unlabeled allocations. However, some districts are in
danger of exceeding their legal rates of overhead.

● DPI should separate temperature control construction allocations from less essential construction.
o The Biden administration itself “strongly discourages LEAs from using ESSER or GEER funds for new

construction because this use of funds may limit an LEA’s ability to support other essential needs or
initiatives. [Construction must] ‘prevent, prepare for, and respond to’ COVID-19.” DPI should add an HVAC
designation under Detail to track temperature control allocations and reform its process to monitor other
construction.

● DPI should urge districts to use 1-time funds on science-of-reading training.
o If funding for Right To Read does not cover training, as originally intended, ESSER III is the best alternative.

DPI recommends it, but should reemphasize that option to districts.
● Congressional members should have communed with school leaders to hear what made spending difficult.

o Many districts had purchases slowed by disrupted supply chains. They had hirings delayed by every school
district in the country competing for the same people. National legislators should have addressed these
national and international issues.

● Because many high-need districts received little relief, the Legislature and Governor did target spending
increases in highly effective areas.

o The Legislature and Governor passed IRG-recommended reading reforms (those improvements are
common in higher-performing states) as well as special education (districts are federally required to
provide expensive services) and rural sparsity (rural services become expensive) increases. These could
drive reading achievement, reduce dropouts, and relieve districts passed over by ESSER.

● Voucher schools suffered during the pandemic and will recover better with higher per pupil amounts from the
Legislature and Governor.

o Private schools received -$964 less per pupil in the last round of pandemic aid and voucher schools already
receive thousands less than district schools. Why did a high-performing school like Saint Marcus Lutheran
get much less than a school 3 blocks over? 54,949 voucher students will recover better now that increased
voucher funding passed. The Legislature and Governor gave students a lifeline.

● The Legislature questioned unrestrained funding of mental health given low ESSER III mental health
investments thus far.

o The Governor proposed $270 million in mental health treatment for students. Given essentially unlimited
money, Wisconsin districts have budgeted just $79,035,088.73. No one questions that pandemic isolation
caused students to numb, lose motivation, or self-harm, but money seems not to be the problem. As a
result, the Legislature and Governor passed $30 million in mental health treatment. Further legislation
could address counselor recruitment or student outreach instead.

● The Senate and Assembly Education Committees should conduct oversight of DPI’s approval and tracking
processes for ESSER funds.

o Why is there overallocation? Why have some districts seemingly spent money without approved budgets?
Why are unwise allocations so easy to disguise under “Addressing School Closure” and “Response to
COVID-19?” Who approves districts removing or changing approved budget items? Why are there multiple
pathways for districts to classify the same items, causing misclassifications? Why is budgeting divided into
3 sections, none of which have the same classification columns? Why do supplemental funds show up in
the district’s total sometimes but not always? Why do EBIS funds not show up at the top of the report
total sometimes, even when a district has allocated them? Why did IRG have to create a dashboard for the
public in the first place? Wisconsin government needs to do better for its people and should answer
questions about its record if not.

9

If we want this generation to come back from the pandemic, it starts here. If we want teachers to be respected again, this 
is it. If we want businesses to invest in Wisconsin and families to put down roots, we must fix education now.

As $307 million lies inactive, yet to be approved by DPI, we need smart investments with clear goals centered on kids. 
Anything else will flatline students’ success. 

https://www.the74million.org/article/late-in-the-game-covid-relief-fund-guidance-leaves-some-scratching-their-heads
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2022/12/ESSER-and-GEER-Use-of-Funds-FAQs-December-7-2022-Update.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2022/12/ESSER-and-GEER-Use-of-Funds-FAQs-December-7-2022-Update.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2022/12/ESSER-and-GEER-Use-of-Funds-FAQs-December-7-2022-Update.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JXFzeDW98kJUMxLGLHt35pKOovhblKFvWYG_YD-2w4I
https://apnews.com/article/coronavirus-pandemic-school-funding-sports-5b468b260ebd2593e53f03f9104d9bca
https://captimes.com/news/education/mmsd-nears-completion-of-48-playground-projects/article_272241b7-9179-5e7d-8e70-d96b953282ec.html
https://onmilwaukee.com/articles/washington-high-school-field
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/politics/2023/07/19/gov-tony-evers-signs-sweeping-phonics-based-reading-bill-into-law/70390981007
https://dpi.wi.gov/wi-reads/act-20-faq
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/08/magazine/covid-aid-schools.html
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/still-waiting-for-milk-and-laptops-supply-chain-mess-makes-school-necessities-hard-to-get/2021/12
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/whos-at-risk-when-schools-staffing-shortages-persist/2022/06
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2023/related/acts/20
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/WIGOV/2023/06/20/file_attachments/2531012/sb330.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/WIGOV/2023/06/20/file_attachments/2531012/sb330.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lMrQiVX0Jv0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lMrQiVX0Jv0
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/WIGOV/2023/06/20/file_attachments/2531012/sb330.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/344b5b3
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/mental-health-children-depression-suicide-60-minutes-2022-05-08
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/WIGOV/2023/06/20/file_attachments/2531012/sb330.pdf
https://www.greenbaypressgazette.com/story/news/politics/2023/03/09/gov-evers-biennium-budget-would-put-500-million-in-mental-health/69977121007
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2023/proposals/ab541
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