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What is a fund balance? 

Editor’s Note: If you have an idea for a School Bells column, please email it to school 
bells@pulaskischools.org. 

Fund Balance can be a confusing concept in school finance. Some people mistakenly think that a fund 
balance is a cash account that equals the District’s bank balance, but that is not the case. 

Fund balance is the difference between assets (what a particular fund owns) and liabilities (what a fund 
owes.) Assets include amounts owed to the school district that are not yet collected (accounts 
receivable) and amounts that the district owes that are not yet paid (accounts payable). 

Fund Balance also impacts borrowing. Due to the timing of when we receive property tax and other 
revenues, the District needs to borrow money each year for cash flow purposes. 

For instance, during the first half of any year, our district typically receives just 25 percent of our 
operational revenues, requiring us to borrow funds until those revenues are received. Maintaining a 
healthy fund balance allows the district to minimize the amount needed for borrowing and obtain better 
rates on amounts that are borrowed. 

Each school district in Wisconsin reports their fund balance as of June 30 to the Wisconsin Department 
of Public Instruction (DPI). However, the balance on that day is just a snapshot of that point in time, and 
the amount in the District’s fund balance fluctuates throughout the year. 

The DPI makes no recommendation as to the amount a district should have as its General Fund Balance, 
but our district’s policy states that “the fund balance shall not fall below 10 percent of the operating 
budget in the unassigned fund without the approval of the Board of Education.” 

At the close of the 2015-16 fiscal year, the District’s ending fund balance is projected to be $6.5 million 
of an annual operating budget of $39.4 million — just over 16 percent. 

A smaller fund balance would have resulted in the District having to borrow more funds, which would 
meant additional interest charges and extra costs to taxpayers. 
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