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Summary

The fair and adequate funding of schools is at the center of two new reports. The first report,
Equal is Not Good Enough and an accompanying piece, Access Granted: School Funding
Between Schools in Districts, were released by the Education Trust. They evaluate district
revenue and school spending per pupil with respect to poverty, race, and language. The sec-
ond report, Balancing Act: How States Can Address Local Wealth Inequity in Education
Finance, was released by Bellwether. It addresses how design features of more equitable
local property policies should be included in state school finance systems. The Education
Trust reports focus on the extent to which states and local districts target sufficient resourc-
es fairly to students by race, language status and poverty. The author clearly lays out consis-
tent evaluation criteria and conceptual framing, applies appropriate empirical methods with
that framing, and provides data visualizations for understanding whether and to what extent
states and local districts provide equitable school funding. The value of this report and its
supporting materials is their focus on racial disparities. As a result, policymakers can use the
Education Trust publications to understand which states (and which districts within those
states) have the most work to do to improve racial inequality in education funding. These
reports also provide literature-based guidance for establishing funding policy that directs
resources where they are most needed in order to provide equal educational opportunities
for all students. In contrast, the Bellwether report focuses on how state finance systems rely
on and regulate local property taxes. It contains a collection of state school funding profiles
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from six states; however, it lacks empirical analyses that link its recommended property tax
policies to improved school funding equity or revenue stability. Lacking such analyses, the
Bellwether report can provide no useful, validated guidance for policymakers.
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I. Introduction

This review addresses recent reports on public school financing. Equal is Not Good Enough’
and the accompanying Access Granted: School Funding Between Schools in Districts® re-
leased by the Education Trust, evaluate district revenue and school spending per pupil with
respect to poverty, race, and language status of children in schools. That is, which children
receive more and which children receive less funding. The report is accompanied by data
visualizations3 presenting differences in state and local revenue per pupil by race, poverty,
and language status. Balancing Act: How States Can Address Local Wealth Inequity in
Education Finance, released by Bellwether, addresses design features of local property tax
policies used in the context of state school finance systems.

A starting point for evaluating both reports is to consider the broadly accepted conceptual
goals and design principles of state school finance formulas.> These are to provide the fund-
ing needed to support the programs and services so that all children, regardless of where
they live and attend school, have equal opportunities to achieve common, adequate outcome
goals. Those outcomes are often expressed in terms of college and career readiness.

To accomplish these goals, state school finance formulas must do two things:

Account for differences in the costs of achieving equal educational op-
portunity across schools, districts, and the attributes of the children
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they serve. Cost refers to the amount of money a school district needs to meet
a certain educational goal, such as a particular average score on a standardized
test. Costs vary because student populations vary (e.g., some districts serve larg-
er shares of disadvantaged students than others), and because the economic and
social characteristics of school districts vary (e.g., some districts are located in
labor markets with higher costs of living than others). School funding formulas
attempt to account for these differences by driving additional funding to districts
with higher costs.

Account for differences in fiscal capacity, or the ability of local pub-
lic school districts to pay for the cost of educating their students. In
most states, school districts rely heavily on local property taxes. This advantages
wealthier communities: Because their property values are higher, they can tax
themselves at lower rates. School funding formulas attempt to account for this
difference by driving more funding to districts with less capacity to raise local
revenues and meet their students’ needs.

The Education Trust reports focus on the first of these goals, whether state school finance
systems and district allocation formulas are directing resources where needed, or by con-
trast doing the opposite. That is, are those systems progressive (targeting money where
needed) or regressive (further depriving those with greater need)? The Bellwether report
purports to address the second of these issues—fair local taxation—but does not address the
actual measurement of fiscal capacity or effects on funding equity and adequacy.

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Reports

Education Trust Equal is Not Good Enough and Access Granted
The Education Trust report summarizes its major findings as follows:

* Across the country, districts with the most students of color on average receive sub-
stantially less (16%) state and local revenue than districts with the fewest students of
color, and high-poverty districts receive 5% less state and local revenue than low-pov-
erty districts. The districts with the most English learners receive 14% less state and
local revenue, compared with districts with the fewest English learners.

While national summary data shows clear regressive funding patterns, state-by-state
data tells a more nuanced story, in which state and local revenue is allocated progres-
sively for some groups of students, but not others.

The policies that states set up to fund their districts and schools can address or ex-
acerbate inequities. In many states, state revenue is not allocated in a way that fully
counteracts inequities in local funding.®

While the first conclusion is damning, the second tells the real story: There are large differ-

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/school-finance 6 of 18




ences across states and across local districts in whether they allocate funding progressively
or not. Thus, the need for a supporting data visualization website to explore specific states
and local districts within them. Such tools readily convey patterns of funding “progressive-
ness” with respect to students of color,” English language learners (ELL), and children from
families in poverty.

Education Trust’s analyses tell us only whether certain populations receive more or less
funding than others, but not how much more would actually be needed to provide equal
opportunity. Equal Is Not Good Enough summarizes literature on this topic, pointing out
that it would take two to three times as much funding for children from families in poverty,
similar margins for ELLs, and significant additional funding for children with disabilities.?
These guideposts, drawn from the literature, serve as useful context for the much smaller
differences in state and local revenue observed for even the most progressive state and local
settings in the report.

Bellwether Balancing Act

The Bellwether report provides three policy approaches that states can use to allocate state
and local revenue more equitably:

1. Accurately calculating and incorporating measures of local wealth into funding for-
mulas: Better estimating how much a local district can raise toward their total formu-
la amount, which enables state funds to be allocated more efficiently and equitably.
Strategy: Local fiscal capacity measure

. Allocating additional funding to less wealthy districts: Guaranteeing similar reve-
nue-generating powers for less wealthy districts or requiring districts to share money
raised in excess of formula expectations with the state. Strategies: Equalization funds
or compensatory funds; Sharing excess local revenue with less wealthy districts

Exerting state control over property tax policy: Replacing a local property tax with a
statewide uniform property tax, distributed by the state, or placing a cap on local prop-
erty taxes. Strategies: Statewide property tax; Cap on local property taxes.®

II1. The Reports’ Rationales for their Findings
and Conclusions

Education Trust Equal is Not Good Enough and Access Granted

The Education Trust reports are built on the well-accepted conceptual framing' that the
goal of a state school finance system is to ensure that “institutions at all levels distribute re-
sources such that all children have equal opportunity to reach high standards and thrive.”*
The analyses that follow this framing are based on the fact that it costs more for some chil-
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dren in some settings to achieve high standards than for others, thus justifying the need for
progressive funding as a standard. They use data from commonly accepted data sources to
conduct an analyses,? and make appropriate adjustments to data on state and local reve-
nues per pupil in order to characterize precisely what districts have available for use in any
given year to provide students with the programs and services they need.® They categorize
districts’ spending as equitable, progressive, or regressive based on cutoffs determined from
their review of the relevant literature.™

Bellwether Balancing Act

The Bellwether report argues that the local property tax policies on which state school fi-
nance systems are partially based should be evaluated using as a framework the following
five dimensions:

* EQUITY: How well does the policy level the playing field between districts and tax-
payers in wealthy and less wealthy communities?

TRANSPARENCY: Does the policy make it clear which government entities are re-
sponsible for education revenue?

FEASIBILITY: Is there local buy-in and a policy environment enabling effective im-
plementation of the policy?

EFFICIENCY: Does the policy enable efficient use of state resources to fund all public
schools?

STABILITY: Does the policy rely on a predictable funding source that is less suscepti-
ble to economic events such as recessions and that enables predictable planning over
time?®

The report provides a series of profiles drawn from six states, focusing primarily on how
those states use property taxation within their state school finance systems. It claims to have
drawn from these states its lessons about appropriately calculating local capacity, allocating
aid to lower wealth districts, and exerting state control (limits) over local property taxation.

IV. The Reports’ Use of Research Literature

Education Trust Equal is Not Good Enough and Access Granted

The Education Trust reports adopt a relevant and well-established conceptual framework on
the provision of equal educational opportunity and apply their methods with consideration
of the available literature on measuring progressiveness in school finance. Equal Is Not
Good Enough also offers a solid review of the current literature addressing the additional
costs associated with providing equal educational opportunity across student populations of
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varied needs.®

Bellwether Balancing Act

By contrast, the Bellwether report, while providing a reasonable and typical evaluative frame-
work (i.e., the five elements of equity, transparency, feasibility, efficiency, and stability) for
the tax and revenue side of the school funding equation, does not draw that framework from
cited literature. Neither does it cite literature on tax policy generally,"” or property taxation
specifically,’”® from which the framework might be drawn. The five elements identified are
not applied to the state profiles in any apparent way, although the authors do cite some rel-
evant sources (e.g., Lincoln Land Institute) regarding the stability of property taxes.

The report anchors most of its assumptions about school funding equity, adequacy, and tax
policy to prior Bellwether reports (in footnotes 4, 5, and 7). Notably absent in the report’s
conceptual framing is any mention of the primary goal of state school finance systems—that
the system must provide sufficient funding so that all children have an equal opportunity.
Rather, the report focuses only on the second goal, identifying how much local districts
should contribute. Without some grounded and accepted rationale of how much funding is
needed (or at least adopting a common conceptual framing), it is impossible to evaluate the
state and local responsibilities for raising that funding. The two goals of state school funding
systems laid out at the beginning of this review are inextricably linked.?°

V. Review of the Reports’ Methods

Education Trust Equal is Not Good Enough and Access Granted

Equal is Not Enough is an extension of several years of the Education Trust’s reporting on
Funding Gaps by race and poverty. This report presents significant conceptual and method-
ological improvements over prior years:

* In the district-level analyses, the report takes particular care in calculating a state and
local revenue-per-pupil measure which appropriately represents revenues for current
operations to be spent on pupils educated within the district.2

The report provides a comparison basis—benchmarks—drawn from scholarly litera-
ture for understanding whether and to what extent the observed progressiveness of
spending is sufficient to provide equal educational opportunity. That is, how the actual
differences in spending compare with what’s really needed.

The companion report on school-level spending variation (Access Granted) takes care
to apply consistent methods under a consistent conceptual framing.

Commonly cited national data sources were used to calculate the average per-pupil state and
local revenues across student groups in order to characterize the progressiveness (or lack
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thereof) of state and local school funding systems.2? The report also uses the available data
for evaluating disparities in spending across schools within districts which are more tenuous
(in Access Granted). The report applies consistent methods and conceptual framing for its
evaluation of spending across schools within districts.23

Equal Is Not Good Enough includes methodological (and data precision/adjustment) im-
provements over prior reports, changing the results for some states more than others.?* The
data site and report summarize findings of progressiveness (with respect to each popula-
tion) in a series of color coded/graded bar graphs wherein:

Districts with equitable school funding have spending for the group of interest
that is at least 40% more than the reference group; progressive spending means
spending for the group of interest is between 10% and 40% more than the refer-
ence group; regressive funding means spending for the group of interest is 10%
less than spending for the reference group. Spending for the group of interest
that is equal or up to 10% higher than the reference group is “flat.”=s

While the cut points for the rating system are somewhat arbitrary, the report provides a re-
view of relevant literature for just how progressive would be progressive enough to provide
for equal educational opportunity. An alternative color-coding scheme might be based on
the closeness to required progressiveness for equal opportunity, rather than simply scaled
around being neither progressive nor regressive. Nonetheless, if the authors wish to color
code their data for visual effect, some arbitrary cut points will have to be chosen.

The Education Trust reports calculate resources for each group by taking averages of district
revenue or school spending weighted by the groups of interest, and compared against a ref-
erence group. This approach is reasonable, and is similar to that used by the Urban Institute
when reporting on school funding progressiveness.2® It does not, however, allow for the
precision provided by regression methods with additional controls. Regression models allow
researchers to, for example, address variations in revenue or spending for one group while
simultaneously controlling for the others.?” Regression methods also allow for accounting
for differences in district size which may substantially affect cost and change results for
states where larger shares of students attend small districts. Importantly, the school-level
analyses compare by grade span, which has been shown to be necessary in several studies.?®

It is also important to understand that a growing body of research illustrates that disparities
faced by majority Latinx school districts are different from and often larger than those faced
by Black districts.?° The underlying causes are different too.3° Future reports, while address-
ing the groups together, should also address these group disparities separately.3

Bellwether Balancing Act

In contrast to the Ed Trust reports’ solid methodological choices, the Bellwether report pro-
vides a hodgepodge of state profiles (Virginia, Georgia, Texas, Vermont, Kansas, and Michi-
gan) lacking any defined or apparent systematic or thematic organization in connection with
the report’s own evaluative framework. It then leaps to unsubstantiated policy recommenda-
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tions. The report claims to use, but does not engage in, analyses to inform the measurement
of local fiscal capacity, as might be used to determine how much revenue local communities
must raise to reach their adequate levels of spending. It also fails to provide actual analyses
of data on taxation, revenues, and spending of school districts.

State school finance formulas generally take one of two approaches for determining the lo-
cal contribution toward need- and cost-adjusted foundation funding (i.e., how much money
should be put into the pot by local school district residents, to be topped off by the state so
that the total amount is adequate to achieve the desired goals).

* The first approach is simply to set a specific local property tax rate to be applied to
some measure of taxable property wealth (with exemptions, etc.). That tax rate gener-

ates a specific amount of local revenue and state aid is used to top off that revenue to
reach the calculated formula (adequate) funding level.

The second approach uses some combination of taxable property wealth and income
of district residents to construct a fiscal capacity index. The ability of local residents to

pay a certain tax bill is not only associated with the value of their homes but also the
income from which those tax bills get paid. The combined index is then used to deter-
mine the percentage of calculated formula (adequate) funding that should be contrib-
uted by local districts’ taxpayers. That is, it determines the local fair share of adequate
funding. Those taxes are still raised primarily via property taxes, but this approach
does not lead to a uniform adopted local property tax rate.

Either of these approaches can be implemented with required, hard minimum local contri-
butions or tax rates, or soft (used for calculating state aid, but not mandated) minimums.
The report summarizes property tax policy primarily in states that use the first approach,
with Virginia as an exception. But, the report does not significantly explore the second issue
in Virginia, where it is at least mentioned. On this point, it would have been far more useful
to discuss a handful of states that have used fiscal capacity measures that go beyond taxable
property wealth alone, including New Jersey,32 Pennsylvania,33 New York,3* and Tennessee,35
or to at least have a selection framework for identifying states that fall into different catego-
ries. For example, Michigan would have been useful for discussing the perils of attempting
to shift too quickly away from property taxation, because of differences in revenue stability
and predictability.3® Georgia is unique (among a few states) in its use of Local Option Sales
Taxes (LOST).%” These are missed opportunities among the oddly selected states profiled.

While the report correctly points out that property taxes have the value of providing stabili-
ty, it doubles down on the need for state limitations on property taxation without thoroughly
considering the downsides of tax and expenditure limits if imposed poorly and rigidly.3®

Finally, the report mentions the fact that Vermont has recently modified its aid formula to
take into account student costs and needs, which is true. But, the problem with the Vermont
approach to school funding is that rather than setting a need- and cost-based spending tar-
get and requiring districts to put up their fair share to hit that target, the state uses those
need and cost weights to provide district taxpayers the choice to raise that funding with a
specific tax rate—OR NOT. The choice to set a local tax rate that would raise adequate fund-

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/school-finance 11 of 18




ing (per the weights) is left to local taxpayers.3® Vermont, as such, is hardly a model policy
per the guidance provided at the outset of this review, and provides little transferable advice
for other states.

Most glaringly, the report provides no empirical examples, either on its own or indirectly
by way of citation, of the extent to which property taxation drives interdistrict inequity in
school funding or the extent to which its preferred policy remedies mentioned in state pro-
files mitigate those disparities.+°

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

The Education Trust reports provide data visualizations, guided by appropriate conceptual
framing and built on solid empirical bases, allowing the users to explore and draw their own
conclusions regarding the progressiveness of funding for different student groups across
states, with implications for school finance reform. The report’s own major conclusions are
largely high-level summaries of the empirical findings.

By contrast, the connections between the proposed evaluative framework, arbitrarily select-
ed and oddly summarized state profiles, and reported conclusions and policy recommenda-
tions in the Bellwether report are weak to nonexistent. While the evaluative framework is
reasonable, some of the recommendations (like strict limitations on state and local taxes)
may be problematic in ways the report fails to address. Further, even the more reasonable
recommendations lack empirical support within the brief itself, or by way of external cita-
tion to rigorous research.

VII. Usefulness of the Reports for Guidance
of Policy and Practice

The reports from Education Trust—Equal is Not Enough, Access Granted and accompa-
nying data site (https://stateofeducationfunding.org/)—provide significant advancements
over prior years’ reports from Education Trust and provide useful information for evaluat-
ing disparities in education funding within states and school districts, especially when tak-
en alongside other high-quality national reports. The unique value of the Education Trust
reports is the focus on racial disparities which are not regularly covered in other reports.
These reports can help highlight which states (and districts within them) have the most work
to do to improve racial inequality in education funding. Another useful aspect of the current
Education Trust report is that it now more clearly adopts common conceptual framing with
other reports and provides guidance, based on literature, regarding just how progressive is
progressive enough in order to provide equal educational opportunities.

By contrast, the Bellwether report provides little useful, validated guidance for policymak-
ers as it provides no analyses of whether the policies mentioned in profiled states actually
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accomplish greater equity or stability of school revenues and spending. A far more thorough
evaluation of local property taxation, including rich case analyses describing both policies,
policy changes, and evaluating data, were recently released by the Lincoln Land Institute.+
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