
           

           

Since our inception, BDCRG has acted as a watchdog group for the citizens of Brown Deer.  We felt it 

was our mission to keep our members informed about the events within local government, and to help 

assure that our tax dollars were spent wisely.  We fully acknowledge the benefits of taxes and the 

services they provide, but we expect that the value of those benefits are in line with our level of 

taxation.  And unlike most organizations, we don’t tell our members what to think.  We believe that if 

they are informed, they will always make an intelligent decision based on their own circumstances. 

In order to provide our members with further insight into the upcoming school referendum, we 

prepared questions for district officials.  The administration’s responses are provided below, unedited, 

for your consideration.  Should you have additional questions, please let us know at 

BDCRG@yahoo.com.   

• Why now?  What's the rush?  Couldn’t we wait another year or two? 

There are two different reasons why the project of school building renovation this year has come to 

forefront.  The first reason is financial, and the second is the deadlines we face for dealing with serious 

needs in the building structure. 

Financially, the changes in the state budget mandate a 4% drop in the school tax levy for operations at 

this year’s annual meeting.  At the same time, that 4% is permitted to be spent on debt service for 

building needs.  That means that we have a singular opportunity to ask the community’s permission to 

deal with our building needs, while the first $15 to $16 million of the needs can be financed without a 

net rise in taxes over 2010 – 2011.  

The second reason is the serious nature of our building needs. Our buildings and grounds department 

has done a remarkable job of setting the school district on a path of regularly scheduled professional 

maintenance. In addition, roofs, boilers, and energy saving projects of all kinds have moved the 

district towards a reasonable level of repair.  However, projects remain to be done at all schools that 

exceed the amount that can be funded through the annual operational budget.   

The most significant are at the Dean School.  (1)  The fire marshal has required an updated alarm 

system, at a cost estimated between $200,000 and $300,000, to be completed by the end of 2012.  (2)  

We know the roof at Dean is failing, and can only be patched together for another year or two before 

we must repair it completely. That repair also will run close to $300,000.  (3) Eight classrooms housed 

in modular units must shortly be replaced, either at the Dean school site or somewhere else.  

Construction will be adjacent to a flood plain, and will cost over $3 million dollars.  Since the lease on 

the modular units runs out in August of 2013, and construction will take two years, the decision on 

what to do must be made now.  (4)  The Dean building systems – plumbing, HVAC, etc. - are over fifty 

years old and failing.  If we intend to stay in the building, they must have major repairs. 

This left us with a choice.  We either put millions of dollars into Dean, or we move the children out.  

For the $5 million dollars that our contractors estimate it will cost to renovate the middle school to 
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elementary and decommission the Dean School, it is far less expensive to renovate the middle school to 

become an elementary school than it is to repair Dean.   However, to do this we have to move 

promptly.  Otherwise we will find ourselves in the absurd situation of first spending a great deal of 

money on Dean, and then second, moving out anyway as the rest of the building systems fail. 

• Please provide a detailed description of the options being considered, as well as a cost 

breakdown of each portion. 

The basic recommendation is a change to a two-school campus, with one 4K through 6th grade 

building, and one 7th through 12th grade building.  (1) The renovation of the middle school to house 

elementary students, including the decommissioning of the Dean building and the restoration of the 

site, will cost about $5 million.   (2)  The renovation of the southwest areas of the high school to create 

a 7th and 8th grade wing, including about $2.5 million in repairs that would be required regardless of 

who is housed there, totals another $5 million.  (3)  Three areas cannot be accommodated in the 

current high school if the 7th and 8th grades are housed there.  Art, cafeteria, and gymnasium needs 

would require new space, which would be constructed at a cost of $8 million.  (The gymnasium 

includes locker rooms, bathrooms, another phy ed classroom, and attendant electrical and plumbing 

storage areas.)  (4)  A survey currently being mailed to village residents offers an option for a 

significantly larger gymnasium than the basic plan, at an additional cost of $4 million.  Similar gyms 

could be viewed in neighboring districts.  A comparison of the gymnasium offerings for the schools in 

our conference is provided below by our Athletic Director: 

Brown Deer - 1 small, outdated gym 

Cudahy – Fieldhouse 

Greendale - Multiple gym 

Greenfield - Fieldhouse 

Eisenhower - Multiple gyms 

New Berlin West – Fieldhouse 

Pewaukee - Multiple gyms 

St. Francis - 1 small, outdated gym 

Shorewood - Multiple gyms 

South Milwaukee – Fieldhouse 

Wauwatosa West - Multiple gyms 

Whitnall - Multiple gyms 

Pius XI - Fieldhouse  

 

• The last thing we would want is to see is another referendum five years from now because we 

ran out of classroom space.  With current enrollment trends, what growth in enrollment 

could be tolerated within the two-school system?  What flexibility is built in to move a grade 

to another school if needed?  What would be the financial burden/benefit of a spike in 

enrollment? 

The plan includes some flexibility for spikes in enrollment and for enrollment growth. Reduction in our 

current non-resident enrollment allows us some flexibility as well.   Should very significant growth 

occur, we would perhaps first consider a separate building for the kindergarten, easing the space at 

the converted elementary school.  

Financially, a spike in enrollment means higher revenue for the district, in the form of either taxes or 

state aid, or both.  Correspondingly, it means higher costs for teachers, supplies, etc.   



• Past projects have incurred serious cost overruns.  What assurances do we have that this will 

not happen again?  If there are overruns, who would be held responsible? 

Our contractor has an excellent reputation for bringing in projects on time and on budget.  We have 

also been through a rigorous planning process, involving hundreds of hours of analysis by a variety of 

parties.  There is never a guarantee in life, but the careful planning and extensive oversight should 

give us a good chance of avoiding an over-run.  Responsibility on all school district matters ultimately 

rests with the Board, but it may be up to the community who they view as responsible for any overrun. 

• We already sit near the top of the taxation pile, and a building project such as this is another 

huge commitment by our citizens.  What progress in student achievement has been realized, 

and what can we expect in the future?  While no one has ever learned from “brick and 

mortar,” will this renovation improve teaching methods?  Where can we expect our student 

performance to be in five years? 

A very extensive rescue system has been put in place for our students who are at risk of failure, and 

examination of the individual growth of students shows some impressive results. You can expect the 

instructional staff to work hard every day on student achievement, and you can expect them to be in the 

front lines of the national research on achievement of students in all racial groups, including the 

“achievement gap” research.  The renovation is planned to allow for individual learning for students 

at all ability levels, in a mixture of large and small class and project rooms, and this is the best 

strategy for the wide range of abilities that we serve in Brown Deer.  However, any prediction of 

student performance five years from now would be fictional.  Student achievement is overwhelmingly 

driven by the educational levels of the parents, and thus our scores depend to a certain degree on 

whether we attract ambitious and educated parents to Brown Deer.  We can safely say that failure of 

community support for education, manifested in continued deterioration of our buildings, will NOT 

attract ambitious and educated parents to Brown Deer. 

• The largest portion of this investment would be the new construction, which would include 

the construction of a new gym.  Please justify the need for the additional gym space. 

Gymnasiums serve our physical education classes, our athletes, and our park and recreation 

programs.  While keeping up with the neighbors is not a goal in itself, it is true that parents shop for 

facilities for their child, and our high school gymnasium space is the least in our conference, with one 

exception which is scheduled for renovation shortly. (see the list above)   Adding the 7th and 8th grades 

to our current small gymnasium will stretch it past its capacity.  In addition, the current locker rooms 

are an embarrassment when other teams are visiting.  The basic plan includes a nice-sized gym.  In 

combination with our current gym, the two will be adequate (once the current gym has a refurbished 

roof and floor).  In addition, we have an option for a very impressive gym, to allow the community to 

decide whether they would like to match the facilities currently available in other conference schools.  

We will be interested in community input on this option. 



• The school portion of our tax levy, without a referendum, is on pace to be reduced by 4.11% 

under the upcoming budget.  What effect will the referendum have on this year’s and future 

year’s taxes? 

In brief, the total levy, combining both the operational tax and the debt service tax, would remain flat 

this year.  In future years, that amount would climb 1.2% and then level off.  Depending on the option 

that the community chooses, taxes will always be approximately 5% higher than they would have been 

without the referendum.  From another point of view, the tax for debt service is planned to remain flat 

or rise only slightly over the next 20 years or so.  

• Cuts in state aid were limited to 10% for the upcoming budget.  What additional cuts may we 

expect next year?  Are there means to compensate for these cuts with additional savings?  If 

so, what are they?  Can we expect “Sticker Shock” or “Buyer’s Remorse” in another year?  

Cuts in state aid are allowed to increase to 15% next year and on the basis of current projects, we 

would see the full loss of 15%.  To deal with this, we still have significant areas for examination, 

including health benefits, post employment benefits, and cash payments for staff who do not take health 

insurance.  Operational efficiencies from running two efficient schools rather than three that need 

significant work would certainly help that bottom line, although next year may be too soon to see the 

impact.  The issue of the budget for 2012-2013 year is by far the most significant challenge of this 

referendum project, but it is difficult to see that the alternative would be any improvement.  Failure of 

this plan will simply require that the repairs be either neglected, or put through in a subsequent 

referendum which will be more expensive and have no countervailing tax advantage.   Since these are 

repairs that cannot be avoided any longer, the 2012-2013 budget will simply have to be managed as 

well as humanly possible. 

• What is the current proposed time-line for construction and renovation?  Will it be done in 

phases?    

Construction season in Wisconsin is mostly summer time.  If the project were approved this November, 

the final design and bid specifications would be prepared in the winter months for bidding in the early 

spring.  The summers of 2012 and 2013 would be used for construction and renovation.  A later 

election will put construction over to the summers of 2013 and 2014. 

• It has been proposed that a “Special Election” be held in November simply to vote on this 

referendum.  It is anticipated that this will cost the taxpayers $12,000.  Please justify this 

additional expense.  

An election that comes later than November will delay the construction process for a full year, as the 

designers and bidders will not be able to have their work finalized in time to bid for the summer of 

2012.  The $12,000 cost of the election is outweighed ten times over by the cost of a single year’s 

savings on utilities at Dean Elementary, ($101,600) and another year’s rental on the modular units 

($70,000) quite aside from savings on personnel, supplies, and maintenance services to the Dean 

Elementary building.   


