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What Parents Need to Know and Do
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       Brief Lesson
To better understand today’s 
public school funding situa-
tion, a review is in order. The 
U. S. Constitution does not 
identify public education as 
a responsibility of the federal 
government, which is why it 
puts relatively little money into 
public education and why this 
responsibility falls to the states.

Using a variety of terms, each 
state constitution guarantees 
that it will provide a “basic,” 
“sound,” “thorough and effi-
cient system” of public educa-
tion for its children. Exactly 
which children are eligible has 
expanded over time. 

Originally states established 
a “foundation amount” to 
guarantee each child a public 
education. However, giving the 
same amount to wealthy and 
poor districts alike proved to be 
unfair. 

In the 1920’s states began 
adopting “foundation pro-
grams.” Local districts raised 
revenue, usually through 
property taxes, and the state 
supplemented to help poorer 
districts reach a preset amount 
per student. 

Unfortunately, funding for 
public schools depended more 
on how much legislators were 
willing to allocate and less on 
what was needed to properly 
educate a child. With compet-
ing political priorities, financial 
pressures and inflation, state 
funding has not necessarily 
kept up with needs. In OH and 
TX, for example, less than 
40% of the total cost for public 
education now comes from the 
state. 

The landmark 1954 U. S. Su-
preme Court ruling in Brown v. 
Board of Education appeared 
to require equal educational op-
portunities for children regard-
less of race or class. Supporters 
believed that, with some legal 
fine-tuning, education would be 
considered a guaranteed consti-
tutional right. 

Then a divided Supreme 
Court ruled in the 1973 case 
Rodriguez v. San Antonio 
Independent School District 
that education was not a fun-
damental right protected by 
the Constitution. Evidence of 
blatant inequities within a state 
and even within a district were 
not considered violations of the 
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It always comes down to 
money. Dollars seem to shrink 
as educational expectations 
increase. Public schools across 
the nation cut programs and 
staff to balance budgets as 
penalties get tougher for not 
achieving expectations. Educa-
tion Commission of the States 
policy analyst Mike Griffith 
says, “There is a problem with 
school funding across the coun-
try. People are really upset.”

The recent economic downturn 
and expensive mandates in the 
federal “No Child Left Behind” 
law have stretched education 
dollars. Record-breaking en-
rollments of 48 million students 
in 2004-05 and more students 
with educational challenges 
also strain budgets.

There will never be enough 
money to pay for everything 
that teachers, parents, coaches 
or school boards consider 
necessary. Parents and taxpay-
ers have a responsibility to 
help determine where limited 
resources will be spent, an im-
portant process for establishing 
public education priorities. 

Yet parents get frustrated at 
their lack of input in this pro-
cess. School budgets are com-
plex. The public is often kept 
in the dark about process and 
dollar amounts. Competition 
for funds pits groups against 
each other—special education 
vs. gifted and talented; poor 
vs. middle class; athletics vs. 
academics. 

Parents for Public Schools be-
lieves that the public must ask 
questions like these posed on 
the Public Education Network’s 
web page on school finance and 
expect understandable answers: 

• Is your community spend-
ing enough on public edu-
cation? 

• Are your schools spend-
ing too much doing some 
things, too little doing oth-
ers? 

• Are your schools spend-
ing their funds wisely—in 
ways that contribute to 
student achievement? 

• Does the system share 
resources equitably across 
schools and students?

In short, parents need to 
engage in the hard work of 
school finance issues.

federal constitution. William 
L. Phillis, executive director of 
the OH Equity and Adequacy 
Coalition, wrote of this deci-
sion, “The right under Brown 
without the resources to make it 
a reality is a hollow promise.”

   rom Federal to State 
Courts
The Rodriguez plaintiffs moved 
their fight for equal resources 
to the state courts and won in 
Edgewood Independent School 
District v. Kirby. This victory 
prompted parents, school dis-
tricts or teachers unions to file 
lawsuits in other states—45 to 
date. 

During the 1970’s and 1980’s 
lawsuits focused on equity, the 
right of all children to have 
equal access to educational 
resources no matter where they 
live. These cases did not ask 
whether the amount being spent 
was enough, just that every 
district have about the same 
amount. Plaintiffs had a few 
victories but about two-thirds 
of these equity or equal protec-
tion cases ended in favor of the 
states.

In the late 1980’s plaintiffs 
changed strategies and focused 
on adequacy, asking the courts, 
in part, to force a state to define 
a sound basic public education 
and require funding to achieve 
that level. 

Meanwhile, states were rais-
ing educational standards and 
establishing accountability 
measures. Plaintiffs pointed to 
these as a state’s definition for 
a sound basic education—what 
their state constitution guar-
anteed. Dr. Thomas Sobol, 
former state superintendent in 
NY and a professor at Teachers 
College, Columbia University, 
says advocates knew this would 

happen. “It’s one of the reasons 
that we started writing stan-
dards back in the early ‘90’s.” 

Since 1989, plaintiffs have won 
nineteen of twenty nine law-
suits, including landmark deci-
sions in KY and MT. In states 
like ID and SC, this new strat-
egy provided an opportunity 
for the courts to reverse earlier 
decisions or acknowledge dif-
ferences between the equity 
and adequacy questions. In AK, 
KS and PA plaintiffs claimed 
discrimination under the fed-
eral Civil Rights Act. Where 
litigation failed, advocates in 
FL and OR amended their state 
constitutions through initiative 
and referendum. 

The strategic shift from equity 
to adequacy has opened the 
door for potentially dramatic 
shifts in public school funding. 
Peter Schrag, author of Final 
Test, explains the difference 
between equity and adequacy 
this way, “What’s numerically 
equal may, in fact, not be ad-
equate to meet the requirements 
of a high-tech economy, the 
varying social and educational 
needs of different kinds of 
students, or the complex social 
and civic demands of contem-
porary society.” 

      egal Successes Create 
More Issues
When a state’s public educa-
tion funding system is declared 
unconstitutional, solutions can 
take years to resolve. TX took 
six years to create their “Robin 
Hood” plan, used since 1995. 
After being challenged by more 
than 300 districts, the courts re-
cently declared that the amount 
of money TX spends is insuf-
ficient to assure an adequate 
education for all children. 

Faced with court mandates, 
revenue shortfalls and a “no 
new taxes” atmosphere, state 
legislatures confront hard ques-
tions. How much money is 
needed for public education? 
Who is primarily responsible 
for this funding—the local 
community or the state? Is the 
state only responsible for “the 
basics”? Are foreign languages, 
athletics, fine arts, or advanced 
placement courses “extras” 
that must be funded locally? 
What is a state’s responsibility 
to communities that can’t raise 
adequate revenue but still must 
meet state-defined expecta-
tions?

     osting Out Studies
As states try to get a clearer 
picture of what a “basic educa-
tion” is and what it would cost, 
many have conducted “costing 
out” studies, including AK, IL, 
KS, MD, MT, NH, OH, OR 
and WY. 

ACCESS, a national project 
of NY’s Campaign for Fiscal 
Equity, explains, “A costing-
out study determines the actual 
amount of money needed to 
provide every child a reason-
able opportunity to meet state 
education standards by, first, 
identifying the specific resourc-
es and conditions necessary 
and, then, systematically cal-
culating the amounts necessary 
to fund each of these prerequi-
sites.”

Costing out studies fall into 
three categories, the success-
ful schools method (sometimes 
called the empirical model), the 
professional judgment method 
and the effective strategies (or 
expert judgment) method. 
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MISSION STATEMENT:  Parents for Public Schools 
is a national organization of community-based chapters 
working to strengthen public schools through broad-based 
enrollment. Invigorated by a diverse membership, our pro-
active involvement helps public schools attract all families 
in a community by making sure all schools effectively serve 
all children. We believe that quality public education is vi-
tal to our democracy and to America s̓ future.

Letter from the 
Executive Director

(School Finance from page 1)

By Ken Rolling 

No one denies that paying to educate our nation’s children is 
expensive. But this is an investment in the future of every child, 
family and community. Indeed, public education is an invest-
ment in the future well-being of our nation. The alternative is 
unthinkable. 

Our communities, our states and our federal government have 
reached a critical time regarding public education and parents 
need to encourage action. 

• Parents must insist on participating in discussions and 
decisions about what a good 21st century public education 
includes. 

• We need to be in the hard conversations about the pros 
and cons of turning our public schools over to private, for 
profit businesses. What does that do to a democracy? 

• We need to examine closely the assertion by some that 
the public schools have enough money, it just needs to be 
redistributed. Do schools have enough money to meet high 
expectations for all students or have schools been set up 
for failure by demanding something without the resources 
to be successful? Can society hold public schools account-
able for high achievement on the one hand yet deny fund-
ing for many of the tools that are proven to work? 

• What does this protracted debate mean to children who 
move through the system year after year while adults ar-
gue? Society cannot continue to absorb graduates who are 
unprepared to be successful and contributing citizens. 

• What are our funding alternatives so that truly no child is 
left behind? 

For too long the missing perspective in these discussions is the 
voice of the largest stakeholder in public education—the par-
ents who will enroll 48 million children in public schools this 
year. In this issue of Parent Press, you will find true stories that 
prove parents can make a difference. You will also find valu-
able resources that will help you in get involved. 

So start asking questions and finding answers. Become in-
formed on your own district’s financial situation. Talk with 
other parents. Listen to the arguments on all sides of the school 
finance question and develop informed opinions. Write your 
elected officials; tell them about your experiences with school 
budget cuts. In short, DO SOMETHING that will stir the wa-
ters and engage others in this important issue. We look forward 
to learning about and sharing your stories of parent engagement 
to support public education funding. 

ey is available, how it is spent 
and who makes these important 
decisions. 

Each state decides how it will 
pay for its public schools, so 
funding formulas vary. Local 
property taxes are the major 
source of revenue. While the 
trend is toward more state 
funding and control, many 
states, like IL, NJ, OH and TX, 
depend heavily on local prop-
erty taxes. A few states, like CA 
and MI, control school finances 
at the state level. 

Usually a local school board 
sets the property tax rate, and 
the public votes on this rate in 
some places. Citizens may also 
pay other local taxes designated 
to schools. Then the state con-
tributes an additional amount 
based on its formula. These 
dollars may come from a state’s 
income, sales and business 
taxes, fees, lotteries, and so on. 

The amount contributed by 
the federal government has in-
creased over time but remains 
less than 10% of the total cost. 
Almost all federal money is 
designated to support targeted 
groups like poor students or 
those needing special educa-
tion.

As local districts are forced to 
cut budgets, they become more 
creative to raise needed cash. 
Transportation, food service, 
custodial and other programs 
are outsourced to cut rising 
personnel costs. Some districts 
now charge parking fees or 
participation fees for extra cur-
ricular programs like athletics 
and fine arts. Districts try to be 
sensitive to family incomes but 
are concerned that these fees 
limit participation. 

Income from PTA/PTO fund-
raisers oftentimes purchases 
equipment and supplies once 
considered essential and paid 
for with public money. Districts 
sell naming and advertising 
rights to businesses who gain 
access to students and families. 
Others sell donated items in 
auctions or on eBay. Teach-
ers spend hundreds of dollars 
annually of their own money 
to purchase needed supplies. 
Parents have even underwritten 
salaries to keep “nonessential” 
teachers. 

Many districts and even in-
dividual schools now have 
nonprofit foundations to solicit 
donations and raise funds. Port-
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Are You a Contributor to Parents for Public Schools?
You can be! Please consider making a financial contribution today. Your gift helps to ensure that 
children in our public schools get the education that is their right and our responsibility.

     YES, I would like to help ensure quality education for all children by supporting the important 
work of the 25 chapters that make up our organization, PARENTS FOR PUBLIC SCHOOLS.

Name_____________________________________________

Address___________________________________________

            ____________________________________________

            ____________________________________________

Email contact:______________________________________

Enclosed is my gift of $______________.
     Check enclosed or
     Charge this charitable contribution to my
___VISA    ___MasterCard     

Card #___________________________  Exp Date______

Signature _______________________________________

     I am also interested in including PPS in my will and/or making a planned gift. 
Please send me information, or get in touch with me at:

________________________________________________________________________________
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land, OR’s campus foundations 
must contribute a portion of 
their income to a general fund 
that is redistributed to poorer 
schools. Many schools are 
forming partnerships with busi-
nesses and organizations to 
get services and products they 
could not otherwise afford. 

While these ideas may work, 
parents question their com-
munity’s commitment to its 
public schools when students 
and others are required to raise 
so much money to cover basic 
educational needs. 

       hat This Means 
for Parents
Parents are the largest group 
of stakeholders in the public 
school arena and the ones 
with the most at stake—their 
children’s future—and they 
need to engage in budget plan-
ning. This process helps par-
ents understand their district’s 
spending priorities and see the 
larger funding picture. Dur-
ing difficult financial times 
this involvement is even more 
important. Fortunately several 
resources are available.

The Cross City Campaign 
for Urban School Reform 
has an excellent workbook, 
School-Based Budgeting: Your 
Money, Your Business, that 
can guide parents through the 
maze of a school budget. [see 
Resource List, p. 4] Easy to un-
derstand, it contains a glossary, 
questions to ask about budgets, 
examples with explanations 
and descriptions, and a grid to 
see how far a school system has 
moved toward school-based 
budgeting. 

How to Create a Community 
Guide to Your School District’s 
Budget, published by the 
Public Education Network, is 
another valuable toolkit. [see 
Resource List, p. 4] This step-
by-step guide helps parents 
develop a team of informed 
people. Many of the difficult 
questions decision-makers 
face in budget planning are ex-
plained here. 

School finance work is hard 
and choices are tough. But 
informed parents can help the 
process by insisting that good 
teaching and learning for all 
students be the focus for plan-
ning. Read now about some 
PPS chapters that have made an 
impact in their community. 

Successful schools models 
identify districts that achieve 
at a specific level, like meet-
ing state standards. An average 
of their expenditures is used 
to estimate how much money 
would be required for other dis-
tricts to achieve similar levels 
of student performance. These 
models take into account cost 
of living differences, numbers 
of students with special needs 
or identified as low income, 
and English language learners. 
NH, OH and the Council of 
Great City Schools have used 
this model.

Professional judgment models 
begin by recognizing that 
many judgment calls must be 
made to determine the basis 
for adequate funding. These 
models try to create a process 
to openly, independently and 
fairly identify what judgments 
need to be made. Usually 
groups of educators, business 
leaders and community repre-
sentatives come together to 
develop a specific list of goods 
and services that are necessary 
to meet state standards. Then 
economists determine the 
price of each of the identified 
components—professional 
and support staff, instructional 
time, supplies and materials, 
administrative overhead, class 
size, building quality, number 
of computers, and so on. AK, 
IL, OR, and WY have used 
professional judgment models. 
MD used a combination of 
the successful schools and 
professional judgment models. 

Effective strategies models rely 
on research to identify strate-
gies and programs that help 
students meet some standard. 
Experts determine what is 
needed to carry out these strate-
gies, like staffing and materi-
als, and then calculate the total 
cost. This method gives schools 
the flexibility to choose from 
a variety of effective options 
but requires that all elements 
needed for success--from sup-
plies to plans for remediation 
and professional development--
be included and that services be 
equal in quality. KY used this 
method to examine preschool/
kindergarten programs. 

      here the Money 
Comes From
To understand today’s school 
finance picture, parents also 
need to know how much mon-



Glossary    
Adequacy: School funding approach built on the idea 
that schools should have enough money for students to 
achieve their state’s educational goals. Low performing and 
special needs students may cost more to educate to state 
expectations. 

Average Daily Attendance (ADA): Average num-
ber of students who attend schools over the course of the 
year. Determined by the total number of days of student at-
tendance divided by the total number of days in the regular 
school year. Usually lower than enrollment because stu-
dents move, drop out or get sick. Used to determine some 
types of funding. 

Bonds, Bond Measures, Bond Elections: 
Bonds allow districts to borrow money for large capital 
investments like renovations and new construction. The 
principal and interest are repaid through increases in local 
property taxes. 

Enrollment: Count of the students enrolled in each 
school and district on a given day in October. Different 
from ADA (see above).

Equity: School funding approach built on the belief 
that states are required to distribute resources fairly to all 
students no matter where they live. Does not necessarily 
consider how much is needed, only that funds are shared 
equally. 

Free & Reduced Price Meals: The National School 
Lunch Program that provides food, usually breakfast and/or 
lunch, for students from low-income families. The number 
of eligible children is often used as a measure of poverty and 
can impact funding for government assistance.

Levy, Levy Vote, Levy Measure: A tax or the 
collection of a tax. Public school funding is often raised 
through a tax levy that requires voter approval. 

Property Tax: Tax based on a percentage of the value 
of real estate. May also be assessed against business equip-
ment and inventory. 

Property Wealth:  Total value of all taxable prop-
erty in a district divided by the total number of students. 
A property wealthy district with $500 million in property 
value can assess a 1.5% property tax and raise $7,500,000. 
A property poor district with the same number of students 
but with $100 million in property value can only raise 
$1,500,000 of revenue with the same 1.5% tax rate. 

Standards-Based Reform: Education policy based 
on established standards for what students need to know 
and be able to do at each grade level. 

Student-based Budget:  Budgeting process that 
supports funding equity among schools. Each student in 
a major funding category is supported at the same level 
regardless of the school the student chooses to attend. This 
allows for adjustments in expenditures due to enrollment 
increases or decreases. 

Real Parents Make Real Differences

Support PPS in a new way!
 
Working Assets, a credit card and long distance company, 
donates to nonprofit organizations nominated by its cus-
tomers. We are proud to announce that Parents for Public 
Schools is on the donation ballot for the second year in a 
row!  As a WA customer, you can show your support by 
VOTING NOW and allotting your full 100 points to PPS 
before December 31, 2004. 
 
Voting is easy. You have 3 choices:
1) Fill out the ballot that WA enclosed in your phone bill.
2) Vote online at www.workingassets.com/voting. 
3) Call the Voter Hotline at 800.920.VOTE (8683).
 
PPS’s gift is determined by WA’s 2004 profits and the num-
ber of votes we receive from Working Assets members. 
More votes means more funding. In 2003 PPS received 
$44,000—a small amount compared to other recipients due 
to our low vote count.
 
Please consider becoming a Working Assets member to 
support PPS in a new way!  Join by calling 800.788.8588 
or visit www.workingassets.com. Spread the word through 
your networks and contacts to vote for PPS as a WA dona-
tion recipient. 
 
For more information contact Gopika Malhotra, PPS Di-
rector of Development at gopikamalhotra@comcast.net or 
(312) 294-2266.

Please go to the PPS website for expanded versions of these and other chapter stories, 
www.parents4publicschools.com/publications
 In communities across the nation, parents and other concerned citizens monitor spending, ask ques-
tions and make recommendations to encourage fiscal responsibility in their schools. These parents become 
knowledgeable about local and state funding processes and understand the politics of bond elections and 
levy votes. 
 Parent Press interviewed some experts who are PPS members. These regular people have families 
to care for, jobs to do, community responsibilities…AND a commitment to their public schools. They 
prove that parents working together can be the difference between success and failure for school funding 
issues.

Portland, Oregon    Bill Hallmark, past president of Community & Parents for Public Schools (CPPS), 
and Scott Bailey, CPPS president and a national board member, are long-time activists. 
 When asked why they do this work, Bailey responds, “How could parents live with themselves if 
they stood on the sidelines and watched their public schools crumble? We have to engage.” 
 To eliminate IRS limitations for nonprofits and maintain CPPS’s focus on school quality issues, 
they formed a separate political action committee (PAC) for the political work done by CPPS members. 
 Hallmark describes the groups’ differences, “Campaigns are like sprints…lots of organizing and 
energy and coordinating of supporters. We go full steam until the end when we’re exhausted but hopefully 
successful. CPPS’s work is more like a marathon, pacing ourselves for the long haul.”
 Parents organized around funding issues because of two significant changes in Oregon—property 
tax limitation measures and a successful school funding equity lawsuit. But by 2003 Portland faced a $57 
million deficit and a teacher union strike over health benefits. 
 With the prospect of cutting 24 days off the school year, parents and citizens organized to demand 
that leaders work together to address the crisis. Then the PAC, Help Out Public Education, (HOPE) edu-
cated voters to support the measure, ran phone banks, spoke to community organizations, walked door-to-
door and collected ballots at schools.
 Bailey says of this huge effort, “The hours of hard work paid off in real benefits. I am convinced 
that we saved our school district last spring. That means something!”

Syracuse, NY    Parent Press interviewed Pam Percival, past president of PPS Syracuse, who described 
NY school funding as bizarre. For twenty years districts have begun their fiscal year without knowing 
state funding amounts. After a decade in the courts, the Campaign for Fiscal Equity (CFE) won when the 
state system was declared unconstitutional in 2003. More than 500 districts are inadequately funded and 
still the legislature has not acted. Percival notes, “There is no sense of urgency around this issue. The leg-
islature could have used this ruling to make big changes, but they are choosing to do nothing.” 
 As a “Big City Schools” district, Syracuse depends on the legislature and local Common Council 
for all funds. The school board has no authority to raise revenue. Instead they present a proposed annual 
budget and the Council determines the schools’ allocation. 
 For eight years the schools received no local revenue increase. In fact, local contribution dropped 
$1.8 million from 1993 to 2003. Parents begged the Council to raise taxes and increase school funding. 
Percival says the city was not doing its share to fund public schools and the schools were not managing 
finances well. Neither side discussed these issues or acknowledged valid points. 
 By consistently pushing their message of constructive cooperation, PPS claims some credit for big 
improvements that have opened the funding process. According to Percival, “The Common Council has 
coalesced around the public schools.” The Council’s Education Committee now meets monthly and wel-
comes parent participation—a major shift. 
 In 2000 PPS began addressing inequitable local funding. [For details on the Equity Project, see 
Parent Press “PPS in Action,” p. 4.] PPS newsletters keep parents updated and involved. The chapter 
sponsored a postcard campaign to elected officials and organized Rallies for MORE (Momentum Oppor-
tunities Resources Excellence) with the teachers union and hundreds of marchers.
 This work strengthened relationships with the Alliance for Quality Education and Citizen Action of 
NY (AQE), the political action arm of CFE. PPS supported an AQE protest in Albany where PPS member 
and school board president Cynthia Kirby and two Common Council members (one a PPS member) were 
arrested for civil disobedience. Councilwoman Pat Waelder said of the experience, “All we have is our 
reputation to put on the line.”

Cincinnati, OH    Parent Press interviewed Carolyn Turner, executive director of Cincinnati PPS, and 
Brewster Rhoads, founder and former national board president. 
 With local property taxes covering 60% of education costs in OH, huge financial differences exist 
between districts. The courts ruled state funding formulas unconstitutional, but the state has been slow 
to act. Rhoads reports, “What’s needed is the political will to increase revenue from the state to equalize 
funding around the state. But the anti-tax/low tax voice is louder right now.” 
 When a governor’s task force announced it would not seek public input before making recommen-
dations, the Ohio Fair Schools Campaign (OFSC) quickly coordinated public hearings. 
PPS organized the Cincinnati hearing with neighboring districts and the unions. This coalition continues 
to meet and strategize.
 After a string of defeated district-organized levy votes, parents, business leaders and other public 
school supporters organized Cincinnatians Active to Support Education (CASE). Since 1980 CASE has 
run a levy campaign almost every two years, winning most. In May 2003 CASE was instrumental in pass-
ing a $1 billion bond levy for building renovations and construction. 
 Many leaders and volunteers in CASE are PPS members. They run the campaigns, coordinate 
workers, make speeches, and run voter registration drives, door-to-door walks and phone banks. A cam-
paign veteran, Rhoads says that the parents must be in the forefront of ballot issues before the general 
public can be expected to seriously consider raising taxes.
 Turner says people are tired of working on campaigns year after year but keep volunteering be-
cause they don’t want the kids to suffer. She makes a good point, “As an organization PPS has to be care-
ful not to push too hard for levies because some of our members may not want their taxes to go up any 
more. It’s a fine line we walk to make sure parents understand the situation but are free to vote their con-
science.”
 PPS impacts the financial picture in other ways as well. PPS names parents to the district’s Budget 
Commission every spring. Although some consider them as outsiders, these parents question expenditures 
and the practices behind them. 
 In 2004 PPS challenged the district to “develop a plan to address the reduced enrollment and bud-
getary crisis facing the district” brought about by some poor oversight practices. For example, the district 
expects to pay $11.8 million to outside contractors for special-needs students without assuring that they 
receive services. Also, state law requires the district to pay growing charter schools approximately $34 
million in 2004-05. PPS hopes to help create a parent-friendly recruitment and retention plan with strate-
gies to reduce these out-of-district tuition payments. 



RESOURCES
Action Guides

Cross City Campaign for Urban 
School Reform has two publica-
tions: School-Based Budgeting 
brochure (free) outlines the power 
of school-based budgeting and how 
it can impact student achievement; 
School Based Budgeting: Your 
Money, Your Business workbook 
($8) is a great guide to learning 
how to read and use budgets. Both 
available in English or Spanish. 
www. crosscity.org; 312.322.4880

How to Create a Community Guide 
to your School District’s Budget 
published by Public Education 
Network. Contains strategies and 
resources for engaging citizens in 
school finance issues. Free down-
load. www.publiceducation.org/
pdf/schoolfinancekit.pdf; 
202.628.7460

State or District Specific 
Information (Use these as models 
to develop reports for other dis-
tricts.) 

ACCESS, national project of 
Campaign for Fiscal Equity, 
seeks to strengthen links between 
school finance litigation, pub-
lic engagement, and the stan-
dards-based reform movement. 
www.schoolfunding.info. Offers 
(1) data on specific states at 
STATE BY STATE link. (2) easy 
to understand information on 
state school funding lawsuits at 
LITIGATION link. (3) links to 
information from states that have 
undertaken “costing out” studies 
at www.schoolfunding.info/policy/
CostingOut/factsheetslist.php3; 
212.867.8455

National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) maintains the 
Education Finance Statistics Cen-
ter and offers a complete guide 
to any state’s funding system. 
NOTE: type in the state name 
where indicated in this link (do 

TOOLKIT
not abbreviate): nces.ed.gov/edfin/
pdf/StFinance/type state name 
here.pdf. Other information is 
available at nces.ed.gov/edfin/links/
sitemap.asp; 202.502.7300 

General Information

Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. 
(CFE), a coalition seeking to 
reform NY’s school finance sys-
tem, ensure equate resources and 
a sound basic education for all 
students in NY. www.cfequity.org; 
212.867.8455 

Consortium for Policy Research in 
Education at the University of WI-
Madison offers a good overview 
of school finance reform issues. 
www.wcer.wisc.edu/cpre/finance 

Death at an Early Age, Savage 
Inequalities and Amazing Grace 
by Jonathan Kozol. These books 
examine the daily lives of children 
and families who live in the world 
of inequitable and inadequate re-
sources. Powerful and moving.

Education Commission of the 
States helps identify, develop 
and implement public policies 
to improve student learning. 
www.ecs.org, click on K-12, scroll 
menu to FINANCE. 303.299.3600

Final Test: The Battle for Adequa-
cy in America’s Schools by Peter 
Schrag. Recognized as a leading 
resource on this topic. 

The Future of Children produced 
by Princeton University’s Wood-
row Wilson School of Public and 
International Affairs and The 
Brookings Institution. www.future
ofchildren.org, click on SEARCH 
tab for several helpful documents.

Public Schools and Economic 
Development: What the Research 
Shows published by the Knowl-
edgeWorks Foundation. Order 
a free hard copy or download at 
www.kwfdn.org/ProgramAreas/
Facilities/econ devel.html. 
877.852.3863

The Test For Any New School Aid Formula:

1. Does it treat every child the same           
YES NO

 no matter where they live?    

2. Does it treat every property tax payer 

 the same no matter where they live?    

3. Is it  transparent—easy to 

 understand and manage?    

4. Is it predictable—allowing schools 

 to plan from year to year?    

Produced by the New York Midstate School Finance Consortium, 

an all-volunteer organization of almost 300 school districts and 

other educators (www.midstateonline.org) 

Lessons from the School Funding Trenches
Parent involvement matters in public school finance work. Parents offer a valuable point of view and 
link the schools to the community. They know that good decisions focus on what’s best for all students. 
Experienced PPS members share these ideas for success and words of wisdom. 

Why do it.  
  Parents have tremendous influence over the larger population. Without parent involvement the 

public is skeptical about the need for more money.

  Parents bring fresh thinking to the issues. Bureaucracies tend to do things the way they’ve always 
been done because that’s the way they’ve always been done. 

 Parents want stability and consistency in their children’s schools. Limited resources cause instabil-
ity that leads to short-term planning and patchwork solutions. 

 School funding impacts all students and the larger community. Some parents’ motivation begins 
with “what will help my child.” Accept where they are then help them see the bigger picture.

Who does it.   
  Parent involvement is essential for success. Unless parents fight for adequate resources that are 

shared among all public schools, who will? 

  Encourage younger parents to get involved. They are more likely to reap the benefits and can con-
tinue the work in the future.

  Look for partnerships. The issues are complex, the work is hard. Learn from others; teach others; 
divide the workload. Tap into the expertise of accountants, retired educators, the state education 
department, NAACP, League of Women Voters and others.

  Find natural allies. Make sure district employees, recent graduates, booster club leaders, grandpar-
ents and extended families understand the issues and vote. Their paychecks or loved ones depend 
on a strong public school system. Look at other community-based organizations that work with 
children, youth and families. 

What to do.   
  Create a separate organization for work on school funding campaigns. This avoids possible viola-

tion of IRS regulations for 501(c)3 nonprofit organizations. [PPS Clearinghouse can offer resourc-
es on these regulations.] 

  Do your homework. Know where money is spent and where cuts would be made. Anticipate ques-
tions and learn the answers.

  Help those in power develop a sense of urgency. Delays may annoy adults, but they mean a day, a 
month, a year in a child’s life that can never be recovered. 

  Parents need to be taught. Help them learn how to read school and district budgets, how to ask the 
right questions, and how to follow the money to make sure it is spent in ways that encourage good 
teaching and learning. 

  Develop a message that others can rally around. Build on common ground like past school experi-
ences and the desire for a strong, secure community now and in the future. 

  Make the funding picture real to people; urgency and crisis are great motivators. Many parents 
don’t realize the impact of financial decisions on their child’s school. 

  Learn by doing. Learn the basics, then learn more by doing the work. 

  Help the public understand that choking off funding for public education is not an effective way to 
improve the schools. Resources are needed to teach all students at the level they deserve. 

  Channel short-term energy through careful planning to grow an organization over time. 

  Invite people to work on other areas of concern too. Support for funding campaigns does not im-
ply acceptance of all school policies and programs. 

  Never quit challenging the notion that only educators know what will work. Prove to others that 
parents are not outsiders—these are OUR CHILDREN we’re talking about.

Points of frustration.
 Don’t assume that working on a campaign will increase parent access to the decision-making 

table. Parents still may have to insist on their right to be included as equal partners. 

 Financial crises distract from other important school quality issues. Connect school quality issues 
to the funding work. Keep track of non-financial issues to address later.

 School funding can become all-consuming with little progress to show for the effort. 

 Gratitude may be short-lived, but do the work anyway.

 Progress can be slow.

Rewards for the effort.
 Knowledge is power.

 Experience comes with time.

 Parents gain credibility and respect for fighting on behalf of all children. 

 Eventually parents will be regarded as people of influence and necessary partners for success.

 Success is moving in the right direction even if progress is slow.

 Creative approaches to challenges often lead to more creative approaches to new challenges.

 Success breeds success in other ways for the schools and the community. 

 A loss can become a success in time. Channel emotion into action.

 Meet wonderful, compassionate people in your community. Enjoy these relationships.

 Always have hope. 

PPS Syracuse members brave cold wind and rain to Rally for MORE. 
[see their story, p.3]


