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Introduction
On November 7, Madison area residents will be asked to vote on a referendum concerning our local 
schools.  While the referendum has three parts, this paper will focus on the first part - the construction 
of a new school on the far west side, representing over 75% of the total cost of the referendum.

This report will argue that the most important determinant of whether or not a new school should be 
built on the far west side (or anywhere else in the district), is whether the long-term outlook clearly 
indicates it is appropriate.  Otherwise, the problem should be considered temporary, with temporary 
measures pursued to address it.  However, the situation here suggests strongly that the problem is a 
more permanent one, requiring a "permanent solution", the building of a new school.

This report will not attempt to forecast specific enrollment figures for the Madison Metropolitan School 
District (MMSD) - such an effort would take several months to do properly.  Instead, it will focus on the 
TRENDS that support the conclusion a new school is warranted.
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Capacity Constraints - Current Forecast
The charts below compare the MMSD's enrollment projections with current capacity, by school.  They 
are sorted by middle school area.  When, for example, it shows Leopold at +76 in 2009, it implies that 
current projections show that school being over-capacity by 76 students in the 2009-10 school year.
   Current Projections

Memorial High Area West High Area

School Year (@ September start date) School Year (@ September start date)

Without a new school, Stephens and Chavez will likely face overcrowding substantially worse than 
that experienced at Leopold today.  Meanwhile, Crestwood, Falk and Huegel also face capacity pressures.

Jefferson

(150)

(100)

(50)

0

50

100

150

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

D
iff

er
en

ce
 F

ro
m

 C
ap

ac
ity

Crestwood
Muir
Stephens

Toki

(150)

(100)

(50)

0

50

100

150

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

D
iff

er
en

ce
 F

ro
m

 C
ap

ac
ity

Falk

Orchard
Ridge
Huegel

Chavez

Hamilton

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Shorewood
Van Hise
Franklin
Randall

Cherokee

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Midvale
Lincoln
Thoreau
Leopold

2009:  Current Capacity = 655
Projected 2009-10 enrollment = 731

Difference = +76 (over-capacity)
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Long Term the Key
The situation over the next several years is disturbing.  The West & Memorial Area Attendance Task 
Force examined it thoroughly over a several month period, with significant public input.  A new school 
on the far West side, as well as a modest improvement and expansion of the Leopold campus, was 
their best proposed solution.

Nevertheless, some question whether a new school is appropriate, particularly given underenrollment 
on the near East side, a slowing housing market, and the substantial cost involved.

It is difficult to predict with precision what will happen from one year to the next.  MMSD's 3-5 year 
enrollment projections portend serious overcrowding.  Nevertheless, one must be cautious about 
building a new school unless it can be clearly demonstrated that it will be needed in the long-term, 
more than five years out (preferably 10-20 years out, or longer).

The long-term is the key.  New schools will be in place for decades to come.  Boundary changes are 
in effect for years, and hard to reverse.  The rest of this report will look at MMSD's long-term picture, 
and will focus on three areas that shed light on whether a new school might be needed on the far 
west side:

1. Population growth in the Madison area

2. Potential growth & development on the far west side

3. Demographic trends pertaining to the numbers of elementary school age kids
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1.  Madison Population Growth
Madison's population is projected to increase by over 33,000, or about 15%, over the next twenty years.  
Meanwhile, the populations of Fitchburg and Verona are each anticipated to grow at 2-4 times the rate 
of Madison itself.

 Population Estimates
2005-2025

1985 2005 2025 Increase
Madison 175,200 221,700 255,400 33,700
Fitchburg 13,800 22,700 30,200 7,500
Verona 3,600 8,700 14,700 6,000
  Total 192,600 253,100 300,300 47,200

US  (Millions) 238 296 349 54

Source:  Demographic Services Center, Wisconsin Dept of Administration

It's not surprising Madison's population has been growing so steadily, given the area's offerings: 
an attractive environment, a diverse economy, good schools and a family-friendly place to live.  This 
continued area growth is vital to the question at hand, for it underlays the argument enrollment will 
continue to increase for years to come.
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2.  Potential Growth & Development on Far West Side
The Beltline runs essentially east-west on the south side of Madison.  South of the Beltline, and to 
the west of Verona Rd (Route 18), the MMSD comprises an area of approximately 26 square miles.
Imagine High Point Road (just before the Beltline hooks north) extending due south all the way to the 
furthest reaches of the district, virtually on the outskirts of the city of Verona.

For the table below, MMSD student count data was set against a map of the MMSD boundaries.  While
the map shows a cluster of schools on the eastern half of this southwestern corner of the MMSD, it is 
apparent there is potential for many more students to move into the area west of the imaginary High 
Point Rd line.

Southwest Corner of MMSD

WEST EAST
of "High Point Rd Line" of "High Point Rd Line"

  Area (square miles) 11.2 14.5
  No. of Students 300 1,600
  No. of Elementary Schools 0 4

Source:  MMSD K5 Student Counts 2005-06 by Planning Zone

The Madison Planning Commission projects 13,000 homes over the next several decades on the far 
west side of town, with their forecast obviously applying to a far west area larger than the simple area 
described here.  It is extremely easy to imagine many more hundreds of elementary school kids moving 
into, and growing up in, that far west corner of the district.  Meanwhile, it is extremely difficult to imagine 
that not happening.
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3.  Demographic Trends - by age
To understand demographic trends concerning age, and their impact on school enrollment, it will be 
helpful to look at the number of infants (less than 1 year old) in the United States since World War II.

Source:  U.S.Census Bureau, Population Division, Interim State Population Projections, 2005

While one can question whether infant count will continue to rise steadily through 2030 (it is difficult for 
the Census Bureau to try to time another drop), it is significant births have been increasing for the past 9
years, with no sign of soon reversing.
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3.  Demographic Trends - by age Elementary School

Elementary school children are typically 5-10 years of age.  This chart shows that age cohort for the US,
expressed as a percentage of the 2005 count; (all charts hereafter will be expressed as a percentage 
of 2005, to permit comparison across different measures).

Source:  U.S.Census Bureau, Population Division, Interim State Population Projections, 2005
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3.  Demographic Trends - by age Elementary School

The MMSD elementary school enrollment has conformed to the general US pattern, although with more 
gyrations, and a tendency to lead the nation by about 2-5 years (perhaps because it is a university town).

Source:  MMSD Enrollment History and Projections by School, 2006
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3.  Demographic Trends - by age Elementary School

Madison birth counts serve as a pretty good predictor of MMSD school enrollment.  Here, elementary 
school enrollment is compared with the count of Madison births for the prior 5-10 year period 
(e.g. Madison births for 2005 equals total births for 1995 to 2000 period).

Source:  State of Wisconsin Vital Statistics

MMSD Elementary School Enrollment  vs  Madison Births
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3.  Demographic Trends - by age Middle & High School

The decline in births in the early 1990's in Madison, as well as throughout the country, explains much of 
why MMSD middle and high school enrollments have been declining.  We can expect their enrollments 
to continue declining a few years longer - and then to follow the upward path already established at the
elementary school level.

Example:  Madison Births for 2005 is the total births for the 1992-94 period. Example:  Madison Births for 2005 is the total births for the 1988-91 period.

MMSD High School Enrollment vs Madison Births
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Summary
The trends described above lead to a very clear conclusion: a new school on the far west side will be
required in the long term.

An attractive setting, a healthy and diverse economy, and a family-friendly setting
combine to suggest population growth will continue to occur in Madison and in 
the area covered by the MMSD.

Madison Planning Commission forecasts, and many square miles of developable
land, point to much future population growth in the far west side.

The demographic age cycle, which can be traced back to the beginnings of the baby 
boom, help explain enrollment cycles over the past 60 years.  Those cycles, in turn, 
support expectations of continued increases in elementary enrollment for some time 
to come.

While this report has not looked at the East side, the trends described here suggest 
that elementary school enrollment will increase there as well: development continues 
apace, notwithstanding the housing slump; enrollment has been up the last two years, 
(and had been declining at a much slower pace the three years prior).

Delaying construction of the far west school would seem advisable if there was a potential for flat 
elementary school enrollment in the next 5-10 years, or if the pressures on existing structures were 
not already significant and showing signs of soon becoming substantially worse, or if the cost of 
construction might suddenly decline.  But as none of these elements are evident, and other serious and 
contentious matters remain, delay seems distinctly unwise.
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