Fiscal Facts: More K-12 Staff for Fewer Students

Wisconsin has seen an ongoing decline in the number of students enrolled in its school districts. But the numbers of schools and their staffing levels have not followed the same path. A new Wisconsin Policy Forum report examines why that may be, and what the future may hold.

Student enrollment in Wisconsin public and charter schools fell 9.2% since 2010, to 791,794 students in 2026 -- a decline of almost 80,000 students. The primary cause was not students opting out of the public school system; during those same years, the number of students in private schools increased by only 0.9%, or a little over 1,000 students. Instead, the public school enrollment drop is primarily due to fewer children statewide, as the state's birth rate has steadily dropped, mirroring a national trend. 

While the number of public school students fell 9.2% from 2011 to 2026, the number of public schools in Wisconsin decreased 3.2%, from 2,202 to 2,132 schools. This rate includes a 4.1% decrease among traditional (not charter) public schools, which was partially offset by a net increase in the number of charter schools across the state.

Meanwhile, the number of licensed educators in Wisconsin moved in the opposite direction. Total full-time equivalent (FTE) positions in the public school workforce steadily grew from 2011 to 2026 for a 7.0% increase overall. While classroom teacher FTEs grew very slightly (0.8%), much of the growth came in support and administrative staff, as paraprofessional and program aide FTEs increased 30.7%. Other licensed staff – including principals, counselors, therapists, and other school support – increased 15.9%.

Asked about increasing school staff, school leaders cite growing student needs. They note additional services that schools increasingly provide for student mental health. Also rising is the number and share of students with disabilities, or for whom English is not a first language. School leaders also cited increasing needs from students lagging academically, requiring work to remediate and address a widening skills gap. Overall, they expressed frustration with employing more staff for fewer students, but said they have not found an effective alternative.

Looking ahead, the prospect of lagging school funding due to enrollment declines and state revenue caps means that many districts will face tough financial decisions. These may involve closing schools, reducing their workforce, or cutting educational programming while also supporting some increased student needs.

State leaders may wish to consider how to best protect student learning during our ongoing demographic shift. A key consideration may be how to do so in a way that does not disadvantage some students more than others based on their address or their needs.

At the local level, our research found that observable mismatches between the number of students, staff, and schools can be a powerful local conversation starter. These discussions may focus on what communities value in K-12 education, how they will secure the educational services that they want to provide, and what tradeoffs those choices will require.
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