School fund created; income applied. SECTION 2. [As
amended Nov. 1982] The proceeds of all lands that have been
or hereafter may be granted by the United States to this state
for educational purposes (except the lands heretofore granted
for the purposes of a university) and all moneys and the clear
proceeds of all property that may accrue to the state by forfeiture or escheat; and the clear proceeds of all fines collected in
the several counties for any breach of the penal laws, and all
moneys arising from any grant to the state where the purposes
of such grant are not specified, and the 500,000 acres of land
to which the state is entitled by the provisions of an act of congress, entitled “An act to appropriate the proceeds of the sales
of the public lands and to grant pre−emption rights,” approved
September 4, 1841; and also the 5 percent of the net proceeds
of the public lands to which the state shall become entitled on
admission into the union (if congress shall consent to such appropriation of the 2 grants last mentioned) shall be set apart
as a separate fund to be called “the school fund,” the interest
of which and all other revenues derived from the school lands
shall be exclusively applied to the following objects, to wit:
(1) To the support and maintenance of common schools,
in each school district, and the purchase of suitable libraries
and apparatus therefor.
(2) The residue shall be appropriated to the support and
maintenance of academies and normal schools, and suitable libraries and apparatus therefor. [1979 J.R. 36, 1981 J.R. 29, vote
Nov. 1982]
District schools; tuition; sectarian instruction; released
time. SECTION 3. [As amended April 1972] The legislature
shall provide by law for the establishment of district schools,
which shall be as nearly uniform as practicable; and such
schools shall be free and without charge for tuition to all children between the ages of 4 and 20 years; and no sectarian instruction shall be allowed therein; but the legislature by law
may, for the purpose of religious instruction outside the district
schools, authorize the release of students during regular school
hours. [1969 J.R. 37, 1971 J.R. 28, vote April 1972]
Annual school tax. SECTION 4. Each town and city shall
be required to raise by tax, annually, for the support of common schools therein, a sum not less than one−half the amount
received by such town or city respectively for school purposes
from the income of the school fund.
Income of school fund. SECTION 5. Provision shall be

made by law for the distribution of the income of the school
fund among the several towns and cities of the state for the support of common schools therein, in some just proportion to
the number of children and youth resident therein between the
ages of four and twenty years, and no appropriation shall be
made from the school fund to any city or town for the year in
which said city or town shall fail to raise such tax; nor to any
school district for the year in which a school shall not be maintained at least three months.
State university; support. SECTION 6. Provision shall be
made by law for the establishment of a state university at or
near the seat of state government, and for connecting with the
same, from time to time, such colleges in different parts of the
state as the interests of education may require. The proceeds
of all lands that have been or may hereafter be granted by the
United States to the state for the support of a university shall be
and remain a perpetual fund to be called “the university fund,”
the interest of which shall be appropriated to the support of the
state university, and no sectarian instruction shall be allowed
in such university.
Commissioners of public lands. SECTION 7. The secretary
of state, treasurer and attorney general, shall constitute a board
of commissioners for the sale of the school and university lands
and for the investment of the funds arising therefrom. Any two
of said commissioners shall be a quorum for the transaction of
all business pertaining to the duties of their office.
Sale of public lands. SECTION 8. Provision shall be made
by law for the sale of all school and university lands after they
shall have been appraised; and when any portion of such lands
shall be sold and the purchase money shall not be paid at the
time of the sale, the commissioners shall take security by mortgage upon the lands sold for the sum remaining unpaid, with
seven per cent interest thereon, payable annually at the office
of the treasurer. The commissioners shall be authorized to execute a good and sufficient conveyance to all purchasers of such
lands, and to discharge any mortgages taken as security, when
the sum due thereon shall have been paid. The commissioners shall have power to withhold from sale any portion of such
lands when they shall deem it expedient, and shall invest all
moneys arising from the sale of such lands, as well as all other
university and school funds, in such manner as the legislature
shall provide, and shall give such security for the faithful performance of their duties as may be required by law.

Douglas La Follette, Secretary of State
Kurt Schuller, State Treasurer
J.B. Van Hollen, Attorney General
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he Board of Commissioners of Public Lands (BCPL) is
Wisconsin’s oldest state agency. It was created in 1848
by Article X of the State Constitution to manage and
sell millions of acres of land granted to the state by the federal
government to support public education and develop the state’s
infrastructure. Over 10 million acres, nearly one third of the
state, were granted for these purposes.
Nearly all of the school trust lands were sold in the latter
half of the 19th Century, with proceeds deposited into one of
four school trust funds: the Common School Fund, Normal
School Fund, University Fund, or Agricultural College Fund.
The agency now holds title to slightly less than 78,000
acres of School Trust Lands. These lands are managed for
sustainable forestry, natural areas protection, and public
hunting and recreation. Timber revenue from these lands is
added to the principal of the appropriate trust fund.
The Wisconsin Constitution provided for growth of the
Common School Fund (CSF) through the addition of the
‘clear proceeds’ of all fines, fees, and forfeitures that accrue to
the state, including unclaimed property. This provision has
allowed the CSF to grow to over $880 million as of June 30,
2012. The BCPL invests most of the principal of the CSF in
loans to municipalities and school districts through the BCPL
State Trust Fund Loan Program. These funds are used for
public purpose projects including economic development,
local infrastructure, capital equipment and vehicles, and school
repairs and improvements.
More than 96% of all interest paid on BCPL State Trust
Fund Loans is returned to Wisconsin communities in the
form of library aid to public school libraries. School librarians
tell us that they depend on the financial support our program
provides each year. In most districts, these dollars represent
the only funding available to purchase books, newspapers
and periodicals, computer hardware and software, web-based
resources, and other library materials.
The agency also maintains a repository of land records
and has custody of the original Public Land Survey field notes
and plat maps that document the property description upon
which all land ownership in Wisconsin is based.
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State of Wisconsin Constitution
Article X. Education (excerpt)

Normal School Fund

University Fund

Agricultural College Fund

Origin

About 1.5 million acres granted by the federal
govnerment in 1848

About 1.75 million acres granted
to the state under the Swamp Land
Act of 1850

About 92,000 acres granted by the
federal government in 1838 and
1854

A grant of 240,000 in 1862 to
support schools for the teaching of
“agriculture and the mechanic arts”

Land remaining in Trust
as of June 30, 2012

5,190 acres

69,680 acres

Just under 37 acres

None

Principal as of
June 30, 2012

Over $880 million

Over $26 million

$234,200

$305,300

Additions to principal
in FY 2012

A total of $28.7 million was added through the
collection of civil and criminal fines, fees and
forfeitrues, and proceeds from the state’s Unclaimed
Property Program. (As set forth in Article X, Section 2
of the State Constitution.)

A total of $530,000 was added from
timber sales

None

None

Investments

•B
 CPL State Trust Fund Loans (loans to municipalities
and school districts to fund public purpose projects)
• State of Wisconsin Bonds
•B
 onds issued by Wisconsin municipalities and school
districts
• State Investment Fund

• BCPL State Trust Fund Loans
• State of Wisconsin Bonds
• State Investment Fund
• Bonds issued by Wisconsin
municipalities and school districts

• BCPL State Trust Fund Loans
• State of Wisconsin Bonds
• State Investment Fund

• BCPL State Trust Fund Loans
• State Investment Fund

Gross earnings in
FY 2012

$37 million

$1.4 million

$13,338

$7,444

Earnings distribution
in FY 2012

In April of each year, available net earnings are
forwarded to the Department of Public Instruction for
distribution as public school library aid. These funds
represent most, if not all, of a school district’s library
budget.

Fund earnings are distributed to
the University of Wisconsin System
each year.

Fund earnings are distributed to
the University of Wisconsin System
each year.

Fund earnings are distributed
to the University of Wisconsin
Sysstem each year.

A total of $310,000 was forwarded
to the UW System.

A total of $13,338 was forwarded to
the UW System.

A total of $7,444 was forwarded to
the UW System.

A total of $32.5 million in earnings was distributed to
Wisconsin’s K-12 public school libraries.
In the five years ending June 30, 2012, Wisconsin
taxpayers benefited from over $625 million in
community projects financed through the BCPL State
Trust Fund Loan Program (one of the Common School
Fund’s primary investment vehicles) and $168 million
in public school library aid.
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Visit bcpl.wisconsin.gov to learn more about the agency and
the programs it administers.
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