
WSD Facilities Referendum Frequently Asked Questions: 

  
Q: What is on the ballot on November 6? 
A: The proposed facilities referendum includes work at all District schools, with an emphasis on 
the most significant needs at the elementary school buildings. This will include new construction 
and renovation of four elementary schools with the greatest identified needs and priority 
projects District-wide including: 

• Safety & Security Upgrades 
• Building Maintenance & HVAC Systems Improvements 
• Classroom/Lab Updates - Technical Education Upgrades 
• ADA Accessibility Updates 

 
The Total Not-To-Exceed Referendum Cost: $124.9 million. 
 
What is included in the proposed $124.9 million referendum? 
A: The proposed plan would include four new elementary school buildings at a cost of 
approximately $93.5 million: 
 
Lincoln Elementary        
Built in 1919   
McKinley Elementary 
Built in 1929 
Wilson Elementary/WSTEM   
Built in 1924  
Underwood Elementary 
Built in 1938 
 

• Lincoln and Wilson would be a combination of new construction and renovation 
• of historic portions of the buildings. 
• McKinley and Underwood would be replaced with new construction. 
•  Design would reflect the aesthetic of the neighborhood. 
• All new elementary schools would remain on current school sites. 
• Building design for all new elementary schools would begin following a community-

approved referendum. 
 

((See Chart Below for Second portion of Proposed Projects)) 



 
 
Q:  If approved, what is the maximum annual tax increase on property value? 
A: Approval of the $124.9 million referendum would increase the school portion of the mill rate 
by a maximum of $1.88 over the current rate. As a result, property owners would pay $188 more 
a year per $100,000 of equalized property value. The increase would first be noted on the 
December 2019 tax bill.  
 

 
The estimated tax impacts provided by Robert W. Baird & Co., assume: phased borrowing approach over 
a two to three-year period (2019-2021) with each borrowing paid back over a 20-year period; interest 
rates of 4.25-4.75%; and 0% property value growth. 
 

 

 



Q: Why is the district proposing this plan now? 
 
Aging Facilities: District schools are on average, 73.5 years old. Five of the schools have their 
original boilers. The District has extended many of the operating systems two to three times 
beyond a typical life expectancy; they are inefficient, costly to repair, and have 
become unreliable. 
School Safety: Many of our schools need updates and modifications to effectively monitor and 
control access within our buildings. 
ADA Accessibility Limitations: Due to their age, some elementary schools have significant 
accessibility limitations and do not meet current ADA standards. Four multi-level elementary 
schools do not have elevators and six have limited access to the building, restrooms, and 
classrooms. 
Outdated Learning Spaces: Many classrooms were built 70-100 years ago. To meet the 
needs of today’s learners, the proposed plan would update some classroom and lab space, 
provide flexible furniture, and remodel the technical education space at both high schools. 
 
Q:  Did this come about because of deferred maintenance?  
A: No. Over the past 16 years, the District has spent more than $42 million on maintaining 
buildings and grounds, including 14 buildings and 1.5 million square feet of space. The District 
does have a thorough and comprehensive preventive maintenance plan for buildings and their 
operating systems that is executed on a monthly and annual basis. Because of this diligent 
preventative maintenance, the District has been able to extend the life of some building 
operating systems 2-3 times beyond a typical life expectancy. However, District buildings are on 
average, 73.5 years old. The percentage of our capital maintenance budget spent on 
emergency repairs has steadily increased, creating disruption and costly repairs - this is not 
sustainable or fiscally responsible.  
 
Q:  When was the last time the District went to referendum? 
A: The District last went to referendum in 1993.  
 
Q: Which schools were identified as having the greatest needs? 
A: Our elementary schools are our oldest buildings and a comprehensive facilities audit of their 
operating systems (mechanical, electrical, plumbing) roofing, structural infrastructure, and 
classroom space, identified elementary schools as being in the greatest need. Lincoln, 
McKinley, Underwood, and Wilson/WSTEM schools have the greatest needs in the co 
 
Q:  Why is building new buildings for four of the schools the best solution? 
A:  The four schools proposed for rebuild, or a combination of rebuild and remodel, are some of 
our oldest schools with the most significant needs. Remodeling addresses some of the needs 
but not all of them. As part of the planning process, life cycle cost analysis was run to determine 
at what point in the building’s life cycle remodeling exceeds the cost of building new. This data 
helped inform decisions, in addition to other comprehensive analysis completed by the Facilities 
Advisory Committee.  
 

Q:  Why do classrooms need updates? 
A: Modern classrooms are designed to accommodate the changes in education and the future 
careers we are preparing students for. The way students learn and the way teachers teach is 
not the same that it was 50 to 100 years ago, which is the age range of our buildings and 
classroom spaces. Modern classrooms create environments where students can collaborate, 
work in teams, and actively problem solve with project based learning. They allow for flexibility 
and adaptability to the lesson being taught. This is the type of environment students will likely be 
exposed to when they enter a career.   
 
 



Q:  Are “open concept” spaces being proposed as part of modern learning 
environments? 
A:  No.  While current educational spaces do feature more open collaborative areas, individual 
classrooms are still the primary component of school design. 
 
Q:  How would the referendum affect residents that do not have children in the District? 
A: Strong schools and successful students that are prepared for the future workforce benefit the 
entire community. The District and School Board are committed to being good neighbors 
keeping the community and neighbors of the schools informed of the process if the referendum 
is approved. 
 
Q: What is the timeline for construction if the referendum passes? 
A:  If the community approves the $124.9 million referendum on November 6, design planning 
for the first two new elementary schools would begin immediately and last through the start of 
fall 2019. Construction on the first school would begin in the summer of 2019. The first two new 
schools would be completed by 2020. The graph below shows the complete process for the 
remaining schools and renovation work.  
 
Q:  If the referendum is approved by the community, will work be competitively bid out? 
A: Yes. VJS and the District will competitively bid subcontractors with the first bid occurring in 
spring 2019, a second bid in spring 2020, and a third bid in spring 2021. 
 

 
Q:  Why doesn’t the District use its fund balance or operational budget to pay for facility 
improvements? 
A: The District has a long history of sounds fiscal stewardship. It does not short-term borrow and 
is debt free. Over the last few years the District has had to consume fund balance (savings) to 
pay for necessary emergency repairs and will continue to do so but there is not enough fund 
balance to address the needs identified within the comprehensive facilities study and by the 
Facilities Advisory Committee. 
  
Q:  Have you considered consolidating schools? 
A: Walkable neighborhood schools are part of the District’s identity and among the many 
reasons families choose to move to Wauwatosa. Over the past 14 years, the community has 
strongly voiced its opposition to consolidating schools. The Wauwatosa School Board has 
worked to support this community preference. Consolidation would require redistricting, selling 
of buildings and properties, and the loss of some neighborhood schools. This would not address 
the immediate needs of buildings. However, the phase one plan of a long-range master facilities 
plan does create flexibility and adaptability for future board, administration, and community 
decisions if the community wanted to pursue consolidation down the road.  
   
 
 



Q:  Will new schools maintain their current location and aesthetic?  
A: Yes.  All new construction would be carefully designed to respect the scale, character, and 
context of the neighborhoods the schools are located and would be located on the same 
property that they are currently. 
 
Q:  How do Wauwatosa facilities compare to neighboring districts? 
A:  Many neighboring school districts have embarked upon facilities renovation and/or 
replacement programs over the last ten years.  If the community were to approve the 
referendum with $1.88 tax impact per $100,000 in home value, the Wauwatosa School District 
would still be just above the state average for mill rates and below our neighboring districts. 
 

 
  
Q:  What neighboring districts have recently passed facility referenda and invested in 
their buildings? 
A:  Over the past ten years many school districts in the Milwaukee metropolitan area have 
passed facility referendum questions including Elmbrook, Menomonee Falls, Germantown, 
Mequon-Thiensville, Whitefish Bay, Franklin, Oak Creek-Franklin, Mukwonago, Greenfield, 
Greendale, Brown Deer and St. Francis. Currently, our neighbors in Waukesha and Pewaukee 
have referendums on the November 2018 ballot. It’s important to note each District’s needs are 
different. 
  
Q: Does the plan account for future enrollment or capacity needs? 
A:  Phase one of the plan addresses the most critical needs of our District's aging schools, 
addresses community priorities, while creating flexibility and adaptability for future school 
boards, administration, and community decisions based on the evaluation of enrollment and any 
potential fluctuations. 
 
Q:  What is the role of VJS and PRA with this process? 
A:   VJS Construction Services is a construction management firm. They are responsible for 
verifying the master plan and costs developed by the FAC and adopted by the Wauwatosa 
Board of Education.   In addition, they provide budgeting throughout the design process and 
manage the construction administration process including bidding, scoping of subcontractors, 



bonding, insurance, constructability, phasing, scheduling, managing owner direct purchases, 
and supervision of the work. Plunkett Raysich Architects will lead the design and engineering 
efforts of all projects authorized by the 2018 referendum in collaboration with all stakeholders, 
the district and the construction manager.  
 
Q:  Have school days been lost due to the aging mechanical systems? 
A: Yes. Longfellow lost hours out of a school day when a steam leak occurred in the boiler 
room, causing an evacuation on November 10, 2016. Wilson/WSTEM lost a day of school due 
to excessive heat as a result of a mechanical failure on January 3, 2017. Washington 
Elementary lost a day of school when we had water damage due to a mechanical failure on 
March 13, 2017.  
  
Q:  Does indoor air quality and temperature within the schools impact teaching and 
learning? 
A: Yes, research has shown indoor air quality and temperature can affect concentration levels, 
student’s health, and overall attendance. Click HERE for information from the Environmental 
Protection Agency on the topic. 
  
Q:  What are some of the significant accessibility challenges within the buildings? 
A: Currently, four of our multi-level elementary schools do not have elevators, which prevents 
students and teachers with limited mobility from accessing all classrooms/areas of the building. 
Six of the elementary schools do not meet Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) standards. 
This means the main entrance of the school requires you to climb a step and/or an immediate 
set of stairs upon entry. Some schools do not have ramps or lifts.  Stairs/steps also limit access 
to restrooms. Teachers have had to move an entire class from one floor and/or area to another 
of their school building so that a student could participate with their class. A student may have to 
move buildings, all together, if their neighborhood school cannot accommodate the need.  
 
Q:  If a building is either replaced or significantly renovated, how long can we expect that 
facility to last? 
A:  School buildings are designed to last a minimum of 50 years before needed major 
renovation to extend their useful life. 
 

  
Q:  Will students need to be relocated to accomplish these projects? 
A:  One of the prime objectives of any project that may result from this process will be to 
minimize any possible disruption to teaching and learning brought upon by construction 
activities. Preliminary review of building and site logistics is underway. We can safely say 
students and programs will remain on current school sites. It is possible that one of the sites 
would require up to three (3) portable classrooms connect with enclosed structures to the 
building in order to maintain all students and programs on site.  
 
What work is needed as it relates to safety and security that is beyond what is covered 
by the state School Safety Grants recently received? 
A: The awarded safety grants cover some of the increased security measures, however, the 
grant dollar amount averages out $20,000 per school, which does not cover total identified 
needs. The proposed safety and security projects included in the referendum would create 
what’s called a “sequenced entrance”, meaning there is controlled visitor access once inside the 
building. Currently, many schools have split levels that allow a visitor to access the interior of 
the building without having to stop at a school office first. The referendum dollars would also 
fund additional security on all doors in the District (in addition to the locking mechanism). Lastly, 
“safety and security” extends beyond just “intruder” safety, but also includes making sure sites 
are safe (i.e.: replacing asphalt or flooring to remove tripping hazards, ensuring proper fire 
extinguishers are available, making sure classroom lab spaces have proper eye washing 
systems). Read more about the safety grants here. 
 

https://www.epa.gov/iaq-schools/how-does-indoor-air-quality-impact-student-health-and-academic-performance
https://www.wauwatosa.k12.wi.us/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&DomainID=4&ModuleInstanceID=9902&ViewID=6446EE88-D30C-497E-9316-3F8874B3E108&RenderLoc=0&FlexDataID=8278&PageID=1

