
TO: All Legislators 
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Representative Emerson 
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DATE:  January 28, 2020 

RE: Co-sponsorship of LRB-2470, relating to: the Public Education Reinvestment Act 

(PERA) 

  
 

DEADLINE: Tuesday, February 4, 2020 at 5:00 PM 

  

For years, Wisconsin’s public education system has been under attack. Sustained funding cuts have led to 

growth in class sizes, shortages in learning materials, and reductions in programming. While some of 

these funding cuts have been direct, others have been a result of the continued expansion of Wisconsin’s 

failed voucher experiment. 
  
As a result, each year, thousands of Wisconsin students drop out of high school, increasing their future 

likelihood of unemployment, incarceration, and poverty. Furthermore, Wisconsin’s African-American 

population has been hit particularly hard by the outcomes of these attacks on our public schools - the gap 

in graduation rates between African-American students and White students is the highest in the nation, 

and 2019’s National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) results showed Wisconsin has the 

widest achievement gap of any state in the country. This is unacceptable. 
  
While there are no magic wands for undoing the damage that years of attacks on our public school system 

has caused, the Public Education Reinvestment Act (PERA) puts forward an evidence-based approach to 

closing Wisconsin’s educational gap: lowering class sizes and ending the failed voucher experiment 

which has siphoned off critical funding without improving outcomes.  
  
Research has shown that lower class sizes are linked to better test scores and higher graduation rates, 

especially for disadvantaged children. And Wisconsin’s experience has borne this out: prior to its sunset 

as part of 2015 Wisconsin Act 53, Wisconsin’s K-3 Student Achievement Guarantee in Education 

(SAGE) program employed smaller class sizes in select districts. These classes scored significantly higher 

on the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills in reading, language arts, mathematics, and in total scores. 

Gains for African American students were greater than those for White students. Evidence shows that 

even at the college level class size matters, so it makes no sense to phase out this important commitment 

to smaller class sizes after 3rd grade. With this in mind, PERA would expand the smaller class size model 

state-wide and across all K-12 grades, ensuring that all students in Wisconsin’s public school system 

would have access to the educational gains presented by smaller class sizes. 
  

https://www.wpr.org/wisconsin-has-widest-achievement-gap-nations-report-card
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/education/2019/10/15/cost-wisconsin-voucher-programs-nears-350-million/3985789002/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/more-findings-about-school-vouchers-and-test-scores-and-they-are-still-negative/
https://www.epi.org/publication/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/


Additionally, PERA would phase out Wisconsin’s Parental Choice programs as well as the Special Needs 

Scholarship Program (SNSP), which have led to decreased funding for public schools, uninspiring 

educational outcomes, and the added burden to Wisconsin taxpayers of having to fund a second, non-

transparent school system. It is past time that we end these failed experiments and rededicate ourselves 

and our state to becoming a national leader in public school quality. 

If you would like to sign onto this bill, please reply to this email by 5:00 p.m., Tuesday, 
February 4. 

  

Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 

This bill 1) eliminates the Achievement Gap Reduction (AGR) program and the Student Achievement 
Guarantee in Education (former SAGE) program; 2) creates a new Student Achievement Guarantee in 
Education (new SAGE) program; and 3) phases out the parental choice programs and the Special Needs 
Scholarship Program (SNSP). 

Eliminate the AGR and former SAGE programs 

The bill eliminates the AGR and former SAGE programs after the 2019-20 school year.  The AGR 
program was created in 2015 Wisconsin Act 53 to replace the former SAGE program.  Both programs are 
categorical aid programs that provide funding to a participating school for low-income pupils enrolled in 
certain grades if the school complies with a five-year contract entered into between the Department of 
Public Instruction and the school board of the school district in which the school is located. Current law 
provides that no contract may be entered into or renewed under the former SAGE program after July 3, 
2015, but a school board that had a contract under the former SAGE program with respect to a school on 
July 3, 2015, could enter into a contract with DPI for that school under the AGR program. Under current 
law, an AGR contract must require a participating school to do certain things, including implementing one 
or more of the following strategies in grades kindergarten to three: 

1.  Reduce class sizes to no more than 18 pupils or no more than 30 pupils in a class having at least two 
regular classroom teachers. 

2.  Provide data-driven instructional coaching for classroom teachers. 

3.  Provide data-informed, one-to-one tutoring to pupils who are struggling with reading or mathematics. 

Currently, AGR contracts may be renewed for one or more terms of five school years. Under the 
AGR program, DPI annually must pay to a school board a per pupil amount determined by 1) subtracting 
$125,000 from the total amount appropriated for the AGR and former SAGE programs for the school 
year; 2) adding the total number of low-income pupils enrolled in grades kindergarten to three in all 
schools participating in the AGR program and the total number of low-income pupils for whom DPI must 
make a payment under the former SAGE program; and 3) dividing the difference calculated under item 1 
by the sum calculated under item 2. 

Create a new SAGE program 

The bill creates a new SAGE program that, similar to the AGR and former SAGE programs, is a 
categorical aid program that provides funding to a participating school for certain low-income pupils 
enrolled in the school if the school complies with a five-year contract entered into between DPI and the 
school board of the school district in which the school is located. Under the bill, beginning the the 2020-21 



school year, a school is eligible to participate in the new SAGE program if at least 30 percent of the pupils 
enrolled in the school in the previous school year were low-income pupils.  In addition, the school board 
of a school that is participating in the AGR or former SAGE program on the effective date of the bill may 
participate in the new SAGE program if the school board enters into a contract with DPI under the new 
SAGE program in the 2020-21 school year. 

Under the bill, a contract under the new SAGE program must require a participating school to do 
certain things, including all of the following: 

1.  Reduce class sizes in the following manner:  a) in the first school year of the contract, reduce the class 
size to no more than 18 pupils in each class in at least the two lowest grades taught in the school; b) in 
the second school year of the contract, reduce the class size to no more than 18 pupils in each class in at 
least the three lowest grades taught in the school; and c) in the third school year of the contract and in 
every other school year of the contract, reduce the class size to no more than 18 pupils in each class in 
each grade taught in the school.  A school may meet the class size requirement by combining 2 classes if 
the combined class size is no more than 30 pupils and at least 2 regular classroom teachers are assigned 
to the combined class. 

2.  Collaborate with community organizations to make educational and recreational opportunities and 
community and social services available in the school. 

3.  Provide a rigorous academic curriculum designed to improve pupil academic achievement. 

4.  Provide certain staff development opportunities and evaluate staff performance and development. 

The bill provides that contracts under the new SAGE program may be renewed for one or more 
terms of five school years. 

Under the bill, DPI annually must pay to a school board $2,250 for each low-income pupil who is 
enrolled in a school subject to a contract under the new SAGE program and who is assigned to a class in 
the school in which the class size was reduced in the manner required under the school board's contract 
with DPI. Under the bill, DPI must annually adjust the per pupil amount to reflect the percentage change 
in the consumer price index if that change is positive.  The bill provides a sum sufficient appropriation for 
payments under the new SAGE program. 

Phase out parental choice and SNSP programs 

The bill provides that, beginning in the 2020-21 school year, no private school may participate in 
a parental choice program unless the school was participating in the parental choice program in the 2019-
20 school year, and no pupil may attend a private school under a parental choice program unless the 
pupil was attending that private school under the parental choice program in the 2019-20 school year. 

Finally, the bill provides that, beginning in the 2020-21 school year, no private school may accept 
pupils under the SNSP unless the school was participating in the SNSP in the 2019-20 school year, and 
no pupil may attend a private school under the SNSP unless the pupil was attending that private school 
under the SNSP in the 2019-20 school year. 

For further information see the state and local fiscal estimate, which will be printed as an appendix to this 
bill. 

 


