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When negotiators for the Whitnall School District and its teachers union
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Since then, the state Legislature ended the 16-year cap on teacher health care costs

compensation increases that has allowed school districts to avoid
arbitration if they offer a 3.8% increase in salaries and benefits. The
state also cut aid to schools and restricted the amount that school
districts could raise in property taxes to make up for lost state funds.
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on U.S. News' best list The result is that teachers are likely to find it difficult to benefit from the

repeal of the qualified economic offer law, which they sought to kill since
its inception.
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So far this school year, the approximately 100 school districts that have Marquette

reached agreements with their teachers have average settlements that
increase salaries and benefits by 3.75%, according to Bob Butler, staff
counsel for the Wisconsin Association of School Boards. That compares
with an average total compensation increase of 4.11% for teachers in the
2008-'09 school year.
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Given that settlements tend to go down the longer negotiations take, Butler said the average increases for
2009-'10 and 2010-'11 are likely to be below what they have been in the past and what was considered a

minimum settlement under the QEO law. .
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The recession, even in growing and financially stable districts, is the main reason behind the settlement
drops, Butler said. Even though the Legislature removed the QEO salary restrictions, it left revenue limits in
place so that any increase in teacher compensation almost certainly means staff cuts, he said.

In addition, facing pressure from taxpayers, some school districts, such as Whitnall, refused to enact a tax
levy up to their state-imposed revenue limits this year.

"We have seen such a drastic reduction in the amount of money we have coming in from the state, it would
have been hard to settle at 3.8% even if the QEO still stood there," Whitnall School Board President Bill
Osterndorf said.

Whitnall was among a dozen school districts in the Milwaukee area and nearly 100 statewide that saw their
general state aid decrease by 15% in 2009-'10. General aid is the largest state source of funding for
Wisconsin schools.

After district residents protested the prospect of a double-digit tax increase to help replace lost aid, the
Whitnall School Board reduced its budget by nearly $1 million, all of which was taken out of projected
increases in teacher compensation.

In difficult economic times, teachers should expect to bear some of the burden, school officials said.

The Waukesha School District recently changed its teachers' health insurance provider over their protests,
citing an estimated $1.4 million saving for the next school year. Teachers also are not likely to get overall
compensation increases as high as they've received in previous years, Waukesha School Board member
Patricia Madden said.

She said she sees the elimination of the QEO as a good thing in that respect.

"We don't have to give them a package of at least 3.8% and, with the economic times that we're in, I don't
think that we will," Madden said.

Game changer

Don Casey, one of the head negotiators for Waukesha teachers, said the absence of the QEO "changes the
whole color" of negotiations. Before, the district would have had to put any health care savings toward
teacher salaries unless the union agreed otherwise. Now the district can use the money for other purposes,
he said.

In addition, where school districts viewed the 3.8% compensation increase as a minimum previously, they
now are looking even lower, he said.
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"I think all the districts in the state will work very hard to come up with offers to the union groups that are
less than 3.8% combination benefit and salary," Casey said. "Now, a district can try to go to zero."

Some districts have, in fact, suggested pay freezes, said Butler, who negotiates on behalf of school systems
throughout the state. Some also have successfully sought unpaid furloughs and agreements that allow them
to reopen talks based on economic conditions, he said.

The Germantown School District went ahead with a one-year contract, even though two years is the norm, to
take advantage of savings from a health plan switch in 2009-'10, said Mark Kapocius, the district's director
of human resources.

Final costs for Germantown's settlement for the current year have yet to be determined, but Kapocius said it
would be close to the agreement reached in the Hamilton School District, where teachers received a 3.55%
increase in salaries and benefits for the current school year.

Germantown schools have not yet started bargaining for 2010-'11. "No one knows what it's going to look
like," Kapocius said.
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