
  

1. What will be on the ballot? 

The School District of Washburn is asking voters to authorize a $14.43 million 
referendum to fund a comprehensive improvement project at the Middle/High School to 
update critical building needs while enhancing safety, accessibility, and the overall 
learning environment for students. 

 

2. Why does Middle/High School need a front entry addition? 

The existing front entrance to the MS/HS is not ADA accessible for all students and 
limits controlled visitor access. Renovating the entrance to include an accessible entry 
point and safety measures such as, controlled access and secure vestibules, can help 
improve overall student safety and reduce the risk of unauthorized individuals gaining 
access to the school premises. 

 

3. Why aren’t we able to build a new school, instead of renovating the existing MS/HS? 

The School District of Washburn has explored many financial and construction scenarios 
to replace and update the aging MS/HS building. 

New construction of this facility was deemed not possible for the following reasons: 

Wisconsin state law restricts the borrowing capacity of the School District of Washburn 
to10% of the equalized value, which that time was approximately $46 million. 
Construction estimates alone for a replacement building (with minimal features) was $54 
million. Other costs would need to be added to this estimate, including demolition, land 
purchase and site work. 

Tax impact to residents for this estimated debt would be increase the mill rate 
approximately $6.60 or $660/$100,000 property value. The community-wide survey 
indicates that the taxpayers were not willing to support this kind of cost. 

The School Board and Long Range Planning Committee explored several scenarios to 
responsibly solve the needs at the MS/HS building. The 2024 Building Referendum plan 
addresses immediate facility needs with a cost that the community survey indicated 
would be an acceptable tax increase.  



4. Why are these capital maintenance projects needed now? Haven’t you been performing 
annual maintenance on these systems?  

Yes! The School District of Washburn has an annual maintenance budget and we 
exhaust it every year.  Here are the big capital maintenance projects that we’ve 
completed in the past 10 years.   

• All roofing has been replaced in the last 10 years  
• Gym Floor was replaced in 2015  
• Elevator controls were replaced in 2022  
• Aquaponics Lab was added in 2017  
• Fire alarm system was updated within the last 5 years  
• LED light fixtures are installed in 90% of the building (need to address lighting 

controls)  
• Wireless Access was updated in 2020  
• Gym audio system and scoreboards have been updated in the last 5 years  
• Security cameras were upgraded in 2017  
• One hot water boiler was upgraded in 2018  
• Misc. interior updates throughout (flooring, ceilings, painting) 

 

5. If the referendum does not pass, will the District attempt to go to referendum for a new 
school next year? 

Answer: Unfortunately, a new Middle/High School is not an option because of state laws 
around amount of debt our school district can hold.  If the referendum does not pass, the 
district’s facility needs will not go away.  

The district would not be able to borrow enough funds to address these needs or 
construct a new school. The district would likely need to reassess all options and engage 
the community in further discussions to determine the best path forward. 

 

6. Why is $13.9 million (in base plan of survey) the same mill rate impact as the $14.43 
million referendum?  

The original project estimates were developed in the early 2024 for comparative 
purposes to support the survey. The assumptions were based on very conservative 
estimates and simple assumptions. We can reduce the estimated interest cost of the 
borrowing as the timeline gets shorter and adjust the plan of finance to align with the 
scope of the project now that it’s known. 

7. How long will my taxes be impacted for this referendum? 

The plan of finance assumes a two-phased borrowing with two, 20-year borrowings 
(maximum length per State Statute). The total length of the combined plan is 21 years. 



The District will continue to work with Baird to create the most efficient referendum 
financing plan. 

 

8. Why is fair market value or equalized value used to determine tax impact?  

Fair market value, or equalized value, represents the estimated market worth of 
properties within a municipality or school district. Property assessments are determined 
by the individual municipality and will vary by municipality. Equalized value is used to 
standardize these assessments. This ensures that all property owners, regardless of 
location, are taxed equitably based on the actual value of their property. This approach 
helps create a more consistent and fair tax system across the district or region. In 
Wisconsin, schools are required by law to use fair market value, which is clearly 
indicated on your tax bill. 

 

9. You say that 58% of survey takers support a building referendum at this time. Are these 
all parents or teachers who responded?  

A total of 483 taxpayers from a diverse demographic participated in our community-wide 
survey, including parents, staff, and individuals unaffiliated with either group. The survey 
results were adjusted to reflect the non-parent, non-staff respondents based on the 
community's demographic based on our most recent consensus. According to School 
Perceptions, the third-party survey consultant, the respondent group accurately 
represents the overall community makeup. 

 

10. How were the costs of the referendum projects determined? 

The numbers used to develop our referendum amount are estimates based on current 
market trends provided by our construction management partner. The project has not yet 
been bid out. If the referendum is successful, the district will go through a detailed 
design process, with the project budgeted at each stage. Once the design is finalized, 
the construction manager will bid out all aspects of the project, prioritizing local 
involvement. At that point, a Guaranteed Maximum Price (GMP) will be set.  

One of the advantages of having a construction manager involved from the start is the 
ability to manage the design within the established budget, ensuring we deliver on the 
$14.43 million referendum promise to the community. 

 

11. How did we choose this path? 

The district’s referendum solution was developed through a comprehensive process that 
included a detailed facilities assessment and the exploration of several options. The 



facilities assessment revealed over $27 million in capital maintenance needs at the 
current Middle/High School. The district also considered the possibility of building a new 
6-12 school, which was estimated to cost $54 million, not including the costs for land, 
demolition, auditorium or athletic fields. However, due to state borrowing limits, the 
School District of Washburn could only borrow up to $46 million. This would have 
resulted in an estimated mill rate increase of $6.63 per $1,000 of property value ($663 
per $100,000), and no district in Wisconsin has passed a referendum with such a high 
mill rate impact, making this option impractical. 

The district then explored several options for additions and renovations to the existing 
Middle/High School, but these solutions were still costly and didn’t fully address all 
concerns. A community survey indicated that residents would not support a project 
costing more than $18 million. Based on the findings from the facilities assessment, the 
financial constraints, and the feedback from the community, the district developed a 
referendum solution that addresses the most pressing needs while staying within a 
financial range the community can support. 

 

12. How much do other schools cost? 

Comparing school construction costs is challenging because each project is unique and 
influenced by various factors. The size of student enrollment, for example, directly 
impacts the scale of the project. Additionally, the amenities and facilities, such as 
specialized classrooms, athletic spaces, or performing arts areas, vary between schools.  

Site conditions also play a significant role, including the cost of land preparation and the 
funds needed to address the existing school facility. The scope of the project, such as 
incorporating sustainable building features, can further influence the total cost. For these 
reasons, it’s important to assess our project based on its specific needs rather than 
comparing it directly to other districts.  

However, the estimates for the new school are in line with current market conditions. 

 

13. Is there an opportunity for community members to see the spaces impacted by the 
referendum?   

Yes! Community members are invited to attend two informational meetings to learn more 
about the proposed plans, take a tour of our building, and get questions answered. 
School building tours will be provided at each meeting location.   Come on the evening 
of October 1st or October 24th to Community Information Nights  

https://www.washburn.k12.wi.us/en-US/facilities-survey-information-
e8802d23/information-nights-e29ef2c8 

 

https://www.washburn.k12.wi.us/en-US/facilities-survey-information-e8802d23/information-nights-e29ef2c8
https://www.washburn.k12.wi.us/en-US/facilities-survey-information-e8802d23/information-nights-e29ef2c8


14. Will local contractors be able to bid on the projects?  

Yes, we plan to publicly bid the projects so any contractor who can meet the bid 
requirements can submit. When the time comes, Miron Construction will reach out to 
local companies, vendors, and subcontractors to invite them to submit bids on the 
project. 

 

15. What are the main sources of school funding?   

There are two main sources of school funding: property taxes from local property owners 
and general school aid from the state. Schools use a combination of these main revenue 
sources to maintain facilities and operations. The school funding formula is set up to 
allow local communities to supply additional money through referenda. 

 

16. I don’t have school-aged children, so why should I have to contribute?     

Even if you don’t have children attending Washburn schools, supporting the referendum 
benefits the entire community.  High-quality schools are also linked to higher property 
values and greater stability, which benefits all property owners by maintaining and 
potentially increasing home values. 

In Washburn, public education and our school is the heartbeat of this community; also 
the number one employer in the community. Strong schools ensure a vibrant community 
and a higher quality of life for all residents, making Washburn a desirable place to live 
and invest in. 

Authorizing the district to invest in their facilities allows the district to make necessary 
repairs and updates now, which helps avoid higher costs and potential tax increases in 
the future if renovations are postponed. By investing in Washburn’s schools today, we 
protect are serving our community and future generations.  

 

17. What happens if the referendum fails? 

If this referendum question does not pass, difficult decisions will need to be made.   

The District will be forced to use funds allocated to other necessary aspects of the 
school’s budget in order to address facility needs. By deferring the needed facility 
improvements further, the school building will continue to deteriorate, and the repairs will 
be more costly in the future.   

 

 


