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Executive Summary

Over the past 25 years, a small but growing number of school districts have implemented weighted
student funding (WSF), a type of school-based budgeting system, as a way to increase school-level
autonomy and flexibility and more equitably distribute funding among schools. In these districts,
education leaders have implemented policies that allocate dollars to schools rather than staffing
positions, using weights to provide higher levels of funding for certain types of students who need
additional support, such as students from low-income households, English learners (ELs), and students
with disabilities (SWDs). In addition, these systems are intended to provide more autonomy at the
school level, shifting more of the decision-making responsibility over resource allocation and school
programming to principals and other school stakeholders (such as teachers, parents, and other
community members).

This study identified 27 school districts that were implementing WSF systems as of the 2018—19 school
year; these systems vary considerably in their longevity and in the specific features of their allocation
formulas. This report examines how WSF districts have implemented these systems, the types of
weights and other adjustments that they used, how they compare with districts that use more
traditional resource allocation practices, and funding equity outcomes. The report is based on surveys of
district administrators and principals in a nationally representative sample of WSF and non-WSF districts
as well as in-depth case studies of nine WSF districts.

Highlights from this study include the following:

*  WSF districts were more likely than non-WSF districts to classify principal autonomy and
transparency as high-priority goals for their system of allocating resources to schools.

* The most common student subgroup weighted in WSF formulas were students from low-income
families, English learners, and students with disabilities.

* Although all WSF case study districts reported that their schools use average rather than actual
teacher salaries in developing their budgets, three districts also used actual salaries, either for
some of their schools or by incorporating them into their weighting scheme.

* Onaverage, WSF district administrators reported that over half (53 percent) of their total
operational spending was under school discretion, compared with 8 percent in non-WSF
districts.

* Despite the flexibility to make decisions about resources, principals in all nine WSF case study
sites reported that their effective autonomy was constrained by district requirements to fill
certain "non-negotiable" staff positions, collective bargaining agreements, and resource
limitations.

* Insix of the nine WSF case study districts, higher-poverty schools had higher per-pupil spending
levels than lower-poverty schools, but after controlling for other school characteristics, only two
had a positive relationship between poverty and spending, while three had a negative
relationship.

* Among the five WSF case study districts with sufficient trend data, three showed increases in
relative funding levels for high-poverty schools after WSF implementation.
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Study Purpose

Few studies to date have investigated how WSF systems operate and their outcomes related to resource
allocation. This nationwide study is intended to help fill this gap based on surveys of both WSF and non-
WSF districts, site visits and interviews in nine WSF case study districts, and analysis of school-level
expenditure data. The study examines three main study questions:

1. How are resources allocated to schools in districts with WSF systems, and how do they compare
with districts with more traditional resource allocation practices?

2. In what ways do schools have autonomy and control over resource allocation decisions, and
how does this vary between WSF and non-WSF districts?

3. Do WSF districts have higher levels of per-pupil spending in their higher-need schools, and has
funding equity increased since the adoption of the WSF system?

This study is intended to provide both practitioners and policymakers with detailed information about
the design, implementation, and outcomes of WSF systems in the United States. Readers should note
that study results are descriptive and the design of the study does not support causal inferences about
the effects of WSF. However, the findings may enable districts who are implementing WSF — or
considering whether to adopt a WSF system — to learn from the examples and experiences of other
districts who have pursued this approach to improving equity and governance in education.

Methodology and Study Limitations

To address the above study questions, the study team administered surveys to district administrators
and principals in a nationally representative sample of 400 districts and 679 schools between
December 2017 and June 2018, including all 26 districts identified as implementing WSF at the time of
sample selection. Survey responses were received from 253 district administrators (including 13 of the
26 WSF districts) and 318 principals. The surveys included questions about the resource allocation
system and perceptions of equity, autonomy, accountability, stakeholder engagement, and
transparency.

In addition to the surveys, site visits were conducted to collect more detailed information from a subset of
nine WSF districts: Baltimore City, Boston, Cleveland, Nashville, Denver, Indianapolis, Milwaukee, Prince
George’s County, and San Francisco. In these districts, site interviews were conducted with a district
finance administrator, a district academic administrator, three school principals, and two respondents
most knowledgeable about the WSF system from the following groups: union representatives, school
board members, or other district administrators. The interview data were analyzed to better identify
themes surrounding the motivation behind developing a WSF system and challenges implementing such a
system, as well as the perceived changes in school-level control over resources and equity across schools.

The case studies also included collection of documents describing the allocation of funding to schools,
documents describing the school-level budgeting process or other district budgeting guidelines, and
data on school-level expenditures. This information was used to provide descriptions of how the WSF
mechanisms distributed funding to schools and to perform an empirical analysis of resource equity
across schools. Eight of the nine case study districts also responded to the district survey.
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One limitation of the study is the relatively low response rates achieved on the district administrator and
principal surveys (63 percent and 47 percent, respectively). In particular, the 13 WSF districts responding
to the survey tended to be less urban and to have lower percentages of children in poverty and ELs than
the full set of 27 WSF districts. In addition, the nine districts that served as case studies are not nationally
representative, and those findings cannot be generalized to all WSF districts in the nation. Finally,
although all of the case study districts were asked to provide expenditure data for five years prior to
WSF implementation and all years since WSF implementation, some districts’ data systems were limited
in their ability to provide this information, especially if the WSF system was adopted more than 10 years
ago.

Because the study findings are based on a non-random sample of case study sites and on surveys with
relatively low response rates, they do not necessarily generalize to the nation as a whole. Additionally, in
the analyses of survey results, reported differences between WSF and non-WSF district and schools are
intended to be descriptive, not causal, and do not necessarily mean that these differences were caused
by the use of WSF.

Summary of Findings

Goals and Structure of WSF Systems

WSF districts were more likely than non-WSF districts to classify principal autonomy
and transparency as high-priority goals for their system of allocating resources to
schools.

Nearly all district survey respondents in WSF district reported that allowing principal control over
budgeting decisions at their schools was a high priority (95 percent, compared with 49 percent in non-WSF
districts). Similarly, nearly all WSF districts reported that transparency in how resources are allocated to
schools was a high priority (95 percent vs. 64 percent). In case study interviews, district leaders in seven
of the nine WSF case study districts indicated that improving equity of resource distribution was a
driving motivation behind moving to a WSF system.

The most common student subgroups weighted in WSF formulas were students from
low-income families, English learners, and students with disabilities.

District documentation of the WSF systems for 14 districts (including the nine case study districts and an
additional five districts that provide links to such documentation via the district survey) revealed that 10
the 14 used weights for students from low-income families, nine used weights for ELs, and seven used
weights for SWDs. Six of the districts used weights for low-performing students, while three used
weights for gifted and talented students. Two districts used weights for students who are homeless.

The size and structure of the weights to address student needs varied considerably
among the nine case study districts.

For example, weights for individual students from low-income families ranged from 0.05 to 0.15, and
three of the districts provided additional funding for schools with high concentrations of these pupils
(Baltimore, Boston, and Denver), bringing the combined weights for low-income students up to a high of
0.275 in Denver. For EL students, some districts varied the weights by English proficiency level while
others used a single weight for all ELs. Similarly, weights for students with disabilities often varied by

Xi
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type and severity of disability. Weights for ELs and SWDs were often larger than those for low-income
students; EL weights ranged as high as 0.94, and SWD weights were over 1.0 in three districts, with a
high of 7.25 in one district.

Among the nine case study districts, seven provided larger per-pupil amounts for lower grade levels, but
they differed in the specific grades that were favored. Six case study districts supplemented their WSF
allocations with additional allocations for specialized programming such as specialty schools and
vocational programs.

All WSF case study districts made at least one change to their weighting schemes in
recent years.

Among the nine WSF case study districts, two-thirds reported reviewing their weighting schemes on an
annual or otherwise regular basis. The most common change, reported by five WSF case study districts,
was to add a weight for one or more new student need categories, including students from low-income
families (Baltimore, Denver, and Nashville), homeless students (Boston and San Francisco), gifted
students (Baltimore), and SWDs (Denver).

Although all nine WSF case study districts reported that their schools use average
teacher salaries in developing their budgets, three of the districts also used actual
salaries, either for some of their schools or by incorporating them into their weighting
scheme.

Boston, Denver, and Prince George’s have adopted methods to introduce actual salaries into their WSF
schemes to address resource inequities resulting from the distribution of teachers with respect to
experience and educational attainment. In both Boston and Denver, about one-third of the schools had
opted to use actual salaries for budgeting purposes. Because the schools that choose this option
generally have below-average salaries, using actual salaries for budgeting means the schools’ budgeted
salaries are less than they would be if using district average salaries, which effectively provides the
schools with additional funds that can be used to expand or improve other services and resources.

Prince George’s took a different approach: instead of addressing teacher salary differences across
schools by using actual salaries for budgeting, it incorporated a measure of schools’ differences between
actual and average salaries into its weighting scheme. Specifically, Prince George’s tailored the base
allocation for each school by applying a weight to account for differences in teacher salary levels across
schools, as well the resources that some schools (particularly specialty programs) receive in addition to
their WSF dollars.

School Autonomy

On average, WSF district administrators reported that over half (53 percent) of their
total operational spending was under school discretion, compared with 8 percent in
non-WSF districts.

District operational funds include both unrestricted funds and restricted funds. Most district funds flow
through the “general fund,” which provides unrestricted funding for a wide range of school and district
functions. In addition, districts have restricted funds that must be used for particular students and/or
purposes, including categorical programs such as Title | of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of

xii
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1965 (ESEA), the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and state compensatory education programs.
WSF districts, on average, reported providing somewhat higher shares of their unrestricted funds for
schools to use at their discretion (59 percent) than they did for restricted funds (48 percent). The share of
funds reported as under school discretion varied across WSF districts; among the case study districts,
the percentage of unrestricted funds over which principals had discretion ranged from 27 percent to
54 percent.

Principals in WSF districts often reported that decisions about hiring staff, selecting
instructional materials, and instructional programming were mostly made at the school
level.

For example, 85 percent of principals in WSF districts reported that decisions about hiring regular
classroom teachers were mostly made by school staff and stakeholders, compared with 56 percent of
principals in non-WSF districts. Responses of district administrators showed similar patterns.

Principals in WSF districts were more likely than their counterparts in non-WSF districts to indicate that
decisions about hiring school-level staff were mostly made by school staff and stakeholders. However,
most of these differences were not statistically significant in conditional analyses that controlled for
certain differences between WSF and non-WSF districts (such as enrollment size), with the exception of
instructional coaches.

WSEF principals were more likely than their non-WSF counterparts to report that decisions about
selecting instructional materials were mostly made by school staff and stakeholders, although this was
less common than for decisions about selecting staff. For example, 48 percent of WSF principals
reported that school staff and stakeholders made most decisions about selection of instructional
software, compared with 10 percent of non-WSF principals.

WSF principals were also more likely than those in non-WSF districts to report that school staff and
stakeholders made most decisions about before- and after-school programming (59 percent vs.

30 percent), elective and non-core classes (56 percent vs. 26 percent), and summer programming
(33 percent vs. 9 percent). WSF principals were also more likely to report such autonomy for
professional development (30 percent vs. 9 percent).

Despite the flexibility to make decisions about resources, principals in all nine WSF
case study districts reported that their effective autonomy was constrained by district
requirements and other factors.

In the case study interviews, principals in WSF districts reported that district policies required them to
fill certain “non-negotiable” staff positions, which limited the amount of funds in the school’s annual
budget that they could actually control. School staff in case study districts also reported constraints
related to collective bargaining agreements and resource limitations.

Principals in WSF districts reported that the most significant challenge to budgeting is
difficulty in predicting school resources from year to year.

Just over half (56 percent) of WSF principals reported that predicting school resources from year to year
is @ major or moderate challenge for them, compared with 35 percent of non-WSF principals.

Xiii
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In six of the nine WSF case study districts, district administrators reported challenges
related to building and sustaining principal capacity around the planning and
budgeting process, citing concerns specifically about principals’ understanding of the
financial aspects of making resource allocation decisions.

Interviewees often noted that managing the business aspects of running a school is not part of a
principal’s traditional skill set. Several district respondents spoke about the unevenness in principals’
knowledge of budgeting and skill in making effective spending decisions, particularly among novice
principals and districts experiencing high principal turnover.

Principals in WSF districts reported having access to a variety of district supports for budget
development and management, including having a specific district staff person assigned to their school
to assist with budget development and management (75 percent); availability of district staff to provide
technical assistance as needed, either by phone (73 percent) or in-person (62 percent); and online
resources such as documents, videos, and/or training modules (66 percent).

Stakeholder Inclusion in the Budgeting and Planning Process

Principals in WSF districts often reported that teachers and other school stakeholders
had moderate or significant influence over school budget decisions.

Not surprisingly, principals most often reported themselves as having moderate or significant influence
over school budget decisions (96 percent). In addition, 81 percent reported that teachers had moderate
or significant influence, followed by other school administrative staff (79 percent), district staff

(77 percent), school support staff (59 percent), and parents (47 percent).

All of the WSF case study districts had policies requiring principals to engage school stakeholders during
the budgeting process, and principals and district administrators often emphasized the value of seeking
their input. For example, one administrator described how this process can build community support for
the school, saying “you have to go in with some ideas as a recommendation; then you come out with
what the feeling of the school community is.”

Accountability

Principals in WSF districts reported that the most likely consequence of a school
spending more than its allotted amount was that the amount overspent could be
deducted from the school’s budget the following year.

Fifty-seven percent of principals and 60 percent of district administrators in WSF districts reported that
if a school’s spending exceeded its budget, the overage could be deducted from the school’s budget the
following year. In the case study interviews, district administrators described providing supports to
principals to help them meet budgetary requirements, and principals said it is rare for a school to
overspend, given the frequent district oversight and guidance.

Xiv
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More than half of principals and district administrators in WSF districts indicated that
not meeting performance targets could result in closer district monitoring of a school’s
budget.

For example, 74 percent of principals reported that a school not meeting performance targets could
result in the district more closely evaluating the school’s proposed budget for the next year, and

52 percent said the district could more closely monitor implementation of the school’s budget. However,
the case study data suggest that accountability systems for school performance may not be directly
connected to WSF financial systems; interviewees were unable to point to any specific mechanisms or
procedures that apply budgetary consequences for poor academic performance.

Funding Equity

To examine this issue, we used school-level expenditure data provided by the nine WSF case study
districts to examine equity patterns within each district using two approaches. First, we compared
average per-pupil spending in higher-need versus lower-need schools in terms of poverty rates and
percentages of ELs and SWDs. Second, we used regression analysis to estimate implicit weights that
measure the extent to which schools with higher levels of student needs tend to have higher per-pupil
spending after controlling for other school characteristics.

Examining equity trends in WSF districts is challenging due to the difficulty in obtaining detailed school-
level expenditure data both before and after the implementation of WSF. Because of the limited amount
of pre- and post-WSF implementation data, the trend analyses in this report are presented as
descriptive, not causal, analyses, and should be interpreted with caution.

In six of the nine WSF case study districts, higher-poverty schools had higher per-pupil
spending levels than lower-poverty schools, but after controlling for other school
characteristics, only two had a positive relationship between poverty and spending,
while three had a negative relationship.

Although high-poverty schools had higher funding levels than low-poverty schools in six of the districts,
they also typically had higher needs in terms of special education and ELs. Although this analysis is based
on unrestricted funds, and did not include categorical funds that are restricted to serving SWDs and ELs,
it is possible that the higher spending in high-poverty schools could in part reflect other funds provided
to help meet the needs of those students. The implicit weight approach, which uses regression analysis
to control for other student needs (EL and SWD), school size, and grade level, indicated that in three of
the case study districts, high-poverty schools spent less per student than otherwise similar schools with
low poverty rates.

It may seem surprising that not all WSF districts have higher per-pupil spending in their high-poverty
schools, given that WSF formulas allocate funds to schools at least in part based on indicators of student
needs. However, equity outcomes may be influenced by a variety of factors, such as whether the WSF
formula contains weights for students from low-income families and the relative size of those weights. A
second factor that could reduce equity results is if funds outside the WSF formula are provided to
support programs serving more advantaged students.

In addition, the use of average salaries for budgeting the funds that are allocated through the WSF
formula, rather than the amounts actually paid to those teachers, could result in schools with lower-paid
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teachers having lower actual per-pupil expenditures than they appear to have “on paper.” Because
higher-poverty schools often have teachers with less experience and lower salaries, these schools may
then have lower per-pupil expenditures than lower-poverty schools, even if the WSF formula uses
weights to provide them with larger allocations.

Looking at total school-level expenditures, rather than just spending from unrestricted
funds, provides a more positive view of school spending patterns in relation to poverty.

Restricted funds are those that are targeted to specific student groups or programs, such as the federal
Title | program, state compensatory education programs, and programs serving English learners and
students with disabilities. Typically these restricted funds are not allocated to schools through WSF
formulas, which is why this report focus on unrestricted funding. However, because these funds are part
of the total resources that are available in schools, we also examined equity patterns for these funds, in
the eight case study districts that provided data on restricted funds.

Across the eight districts, the number of districts in which high-poverty schools received more than low-
poverty schools rose from five districts (for unrestricted funds) to seven districts (for both unrestricted
and restricted funds). After controlling for other factors, one district showed a positive relationship?
between poverty and total spending and the other seven districts showed no significant differences.

Among the five WSF case study districts with sufficient data to examine trends before and
after WSF implementation, three showed a more positive relationship between spending
and poverty after the adoption of WSF, after controlling for other variables.

High-poverty schools experienced gains in per-pupil spending from unrestricted funds, relative to low-
poverty schools, in four of the five districts. After controlling for other school characteristics, three of
these districts showed increases in their implicit weights for students from low-income families.

In four of the nine WSF case study districts, schools with higher concentrations of
English learners had higher per-pupil spending, on average, than low-EL schools, but
only two districts had a positive relationship between percentage of EL students and
spending levels, after controlling for other variables.

The other seven districts showed no relationship between EL concentration and per-pupil spending.

Among the five districts with sufficient data to examine trends, two showed relative average gains for high-
EL schools after WSF implementation, compared with low-EL schools. After controlling for other school
characteristics, three districts showed increases in their implicit weights for EL students.

Most of the WSF case study districts showed substantially higher spending levels in
schools with higher proportions of students with disabilities, both before and after
WSF implementation.

In eight of the nine case study districts, schools with higher concentrations of students with disabilities
had higher spending levels than other schools, and this relationship was statistically significant after

1 One of the two districts that showed a significant positive relationship between poverty and spending from unrestricted funds
was not included in the analysis of total spending.
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controlling for other school characteristics. This is not surprising given that children eligible under IDEA
are entitled to a free appropriate public education.

Four of the five case study districts with sufficient trend data largely maintained their distribution of per-
pupil spending resources with respect to students with disabilities in the post-WSF time period.

Conclusions

WSF is a policy that aims to increase school-level autonomy and funding equity. The survey results from
this study indicate that WSF districts allocate over half of their total operational spending to schools to
be used under principals’ discretion — more than six times the amount reported by non-WSF districts. In
addition, principals in WSF districts reported a higher degree of school autonomy in a number of areas
than did their counterparts in non-WSF districts, including hiring instructional coaches, selecting
curricular materials and instructional software, and making decisions about extended time programs
and professional development. However, in the case study interviews, WSF principals often reported
that their autonomy was constrained to some degree by requirements to fill non-negotiable staff
positions and other factors.

In terms of equity, the findings from this study are mixed. Although districts often targeted similar
student need categories in their WSF systems — in particular, students from low-income families,
English learners, and students with disabilities — they varied considerably in the magnitudes of the
weights they used, as well as in other formula details. Analyses of expenditure data in the nine WSF case
study districts found that while some WSF districts had progressive equity outcomes and appeared to
make equity gains after WSF implementation, others did not. Although WSF is a tool that may be used to
direct higher levels of funding to schools with greater needs, its effectiveness in improving the equitable
distribution of funds will be affected by the types and sizes of weights used, the share of total funding
distributed through the formula, and whether schools use actual or average salaries for budgeting the
funds that are allocated to them.

In short, the WSF districts in this study have grappled with a variety of challenges in their efforts to use
this approach to increase equity and school autonomy. Some districts have just begun to implement
their WSF approach or are in the process of deciding whether to embark on this path, while others have
seen their systems evolve over many years and changes in leadership — yet all may benefit from
learning from the examples and experiences of other districts who have pursued this approach to
improving equity and governance in education.
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1. Introduction

Over the past 25 years, a small but growing number of school districts have experimented with the use
of weighted student funding (WSF), a type of school-based budgeting system, as a way to increase
school-level autonomy and flexibility and more equitably distribute funding among schools. While
school districts in the United States typically distribute most school-level resources in the form of staff,
instructional materials, and other tangible resources to schools, districts with WSF systems allocate
dollars to each school and assign the schools greater responsibility and control over how those funds are
spent. Under WSF systems, individual school allocations are based on a formula that includes weights
for certain types of students, such as students from low-income families,? English learners (ELs), and
students with disabilities (SWDs),? in order to provide additional resources to meet the needs of those
students.

This study identified 27 school districts that were implementing WSF systems as of the 2018—19 school
year; these systems vary considerably in their longevity as well as the specific features of their allocation
formulas. This report examines how WSF districts have implemented these systems, the types of
weights and other adjustments that they used, how they compare with districts with more traditional
resource allocation practices, and funding equity outcomes. The report is based on surveys of district
administrators and principals in a nationally representative sample of WSF and non-WSF districts as well
as in-depth case studies of nine WSF districts.

Policy Context

Most school districts in the United States distribute school-level resources in the form of staff,
instructional materials, and other tangible resources, rather than allocating specific dollar amounts to
individual schools. These traditional resource allocation systems typically determine the number of
teachers, school administrators, and other types of staff for each school based on its total student
enrollment; supplemental support for particular groups of students (e.g., students from low-income
families, ELs, and SWDs) is provided through federal- and state-funded categorical funding programs. In
addition, decisions about the allocation and use of those categorical funds often may be made at the
district level.

Under these systems, school leaders and other stakeholders such as teachers and other school staff,
parents, and community members may have little discretion or influence over how dollars are spent at
their schools, or even understand how much money is being spent on their school. In addition, a large

2 This report frequently refers to “students from low-income families,” who are defined as those who are eligible for free and
reduced-price lunch (FRPL) under the National School Lunch Program. FRPL eligibility is determined based on documentation
obtained from a student’s parents or other household members, or through direct certification based upon administrative
records (e.g., records from the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program or Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program). These students are also sometimes referred to as “economically disadvantaged” students.

3 In this report, the term “students with disabilities” is not specifically limited to students who have Individualized Education
Programs (IEPs) and who receive special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The
documentation provided by WSF districts most often referred to “students with disabilities” and not students with IEPs, and it
is possible that some WSF systems may consider the term to include a broader category of students, such as those covered
under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, as well as students with IEPs served under the IDEA.
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percentage of those resources may be fixed because of staffing decisions made at the district level, as
well as staffing obligations required by district policies and/or collective bargaining agreements.

In addition, some researchers and advocates have raised concerns that traditional resource allocation
systems can result in inequities in the distribution of resources. One concern is that schools with higher
concentrations of at-risk students may not receive sufficient additional resources to meet the complex
needs of those students (Rubenstein, Schwartz, and Stiefel 2006). Another concern is that teacher
assignment practices and patterns can result in higher-poverty schools having lower per-pupil
expenditures compared with other schools in the district, because higher-poverty schools often have
teachers with less experience and lower salaries and districts typically allocate staff to specific schools
without regard to their actual salaries (Roza and Hill 2004).

In contrast, districts with WSF systems have implemented policies that allocate dollars to schools rather
than staffing positions, using weights or other funding adjustments to provide higher levels of funding
for certain types of students who need additional support,* while also shifting more of the decision-
making responsibility over resource allocation and school programming to principals and school
stakeholders.

Under the WSF approach, providing schools with more autonomy may enable school leaders to use
resources more effectively to meet the specific needs of their school’s students. Some prior research
suggests that increased principal autonomy may be associated with improved school quality and student
outcomes (Mizrav 2014; Steinberg 2014). By devolving more control over programming and resource
decisions to schools and providing more transparency about the level and types of resources in each
school, WSF systems may also increase the level of accountability placed on school leadership and staff
to deliver results and encourage greater stakeholder involvement in decision-making. Finally, using
weights to allocate higher per-pupil amounts to schools with higher concentrations of students from
low-income families, ELs, SWDs, and other kinds of at-risk students may provide the additional resources
those schools need to help those students attain better educational outcomes.®

Federal Student-Centered Funding Pilot Program

A new federal pilot program to encourage the adoption of WSF systems was included in the Every
Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA), the most recent reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act of 1965 (ESEA). Under this law, the Department of Education is authorized to enter into
local flexibility demonstration agreements with school districts that allow a district to consolidate
certain federal education funds with its state and local funds and to allocate these funds to schools
through a weighted student formula.® Initial applications for the Student-Centered Funding (SCF) pilot

4 The literature on education finance widely recognizes that additional costs are associated with achieving similar outcomes for
students with specific needs and circumstances such as students from low-income families, ELs, and SWDs (Duncombe and
Yinger 2008).

5 Baker (2016) provides an overview of the case that additional spending on students with specific needs can effectively
improve outcomes.

6 ESEA programs for which funds could be consolidated under the pilot are: Title |, Part A; Title I, Part C; Title I, Part D; Title II;
Title 1l; Title IV, Part A; and Title V, Part B. Participating districts must still meet the purposes of the federal programs but
would not have to provide a separate accounting for the funds.
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were due in March 2018, and six districts have submitted applications; none are currently approved to
participate in the pilot (as of September 2019).”

Under the SCF pilot, participating districts must follow a number of statutory requirements, including:

1. Provide “substantial” weights for students from low-income families and for English learners.
The formula must allocate substantially more funding for these students than for other
students. A district may also choose to apply weights for other student characteristics
associated with educational disadvantage; if it does so, then the formula must also allocate
substantially more funding for those students than for other students.

2. Allocate a “significant percentage” of the district’s funds through the formula. The share of
state, local, and federal funds allocated through the student-centered funding system must be a
significant percentage® that is sufficient to carry out the purposes of the demonstration
agreement and meet the requirements of ESEA section 1501(d).

3. Use actual expenditures, not districtwide averages or other proxies. When charging schools’
expenditures against the funding allocated to each school, the district must use actual
expenditures, “including staff salary differentials for years of employment.” Similarly, districts
must also use actual expenditures for non-personnel resources.

4. Report annual data on funding equity outcomes. Participating districts are required to publicly
report school-by-school data on per-pupil expenditures and ensure funding gains for high-
poverty schools. More specifically, a participating district must ensure that each high-poverty
school receives more per-pupil funding for students from low-income families, and at least as
much per-pupil funding for ELs, in the first year of the demonstration agreement as it received
in the previous year.®

Although this study is not directly examining the SCF pilot program, its findings may help illuminate
some of the issues and decisions facing districts and policymakers as they consider how to implement
the program. The law does not define the terms “substantial” or “significant percentage”; this study may
help practitioners and policymakers think about appropriate levels and expectations by providing
information on the types and sizes of weights used by other districts that have implemented weighted
student funding formulas. With regards to the use of actual expenditures, a Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQs) document issued by the Department in February 2018 acknowledged that “this is not currently a
common practice [and] many LEAs currently charge an average salary for each position after allocating
funding to schools” (U.S. Department of Education 2018, p. 15).1° This study examines the extent to
which, and how, the case study districts used actual versus average personnel expenditures in their WSF
systems — which may help prospective pilot applicants consider ways that they might propose to meet

7 Several applicants were seeking flexibility that was already available to them under federal law. One district was initially
approved but that approval was later withdrawn because the district did not meet statutory requirements.

8 When calculating the significant portion of funds to be allocated to the school level, a district must also include all school-level
actual expenditures for instructional staff and non-personnel resources.

° This report makes use of data on various measures of incidence of students from low-income families, including children with
approved applications for free and reduced price lunch, those who are directly certified for free lunch through verified
enrollment in programs such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families or
Medicaid, or child poverty measures developed by the U.S. Census such as the Small Area Income Population Estimates. Note
that Census poverty data are available for school districts but not at the school level. In this report we use the terms low
income and poverty interchangeably.

10 The FAQs for the Student-Centered Funding pilot are available at https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/scfp/fags.pdf.
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this requirement. The study’s analyses of longitudinal fiscal data for the case study districts provide
examples of outcomes that have been achieved by some WSF districts and demonstrate methods that
can be used to examine equity outcomes and how they change after WSF implementation. Finally, study
information on the challenges experienced by WSF districts and schools — and the strategies they used
to address those challenges — may be useful to both practitioners and policymakers considering ways to
improve the implementation and efficacy of WSF systems.

Study Purpose

Few studies to date have investigated how WSF systems operate and their outcomes related to resource
allocation, such as whether school leaders and stakeholders have experienced greater autonomy and
how they use that autonomy, whether there have been increases in the equity with which resources are
distributed among schools, and how resource allocation and use differ between WSF and non-WSF
districts.

To help fill this gap, this study examined resource allocation practices in both WSF and non-WSF districts
to explore these issues, as well as examining changes in the distribution of funding across schools after
the implementation of a WSF system. The study focused on three main study questions:

1. How are resources allocated to schools in districts with WSF systems, and how do they compare
with districts with more traditional resource allocation practices?

2. In what ways do schools have autonomy and control over resource allocation decisions, and
how does this vary between WSF and non-WSF districts?

3. Do WSF districts have higher levels of per-pupil spending in their higher-need schools, and has
funding equity increased since the adoption of the WSF system?

This study is intended to provide both practitioners and policymakers with detailed information about
the design, implementation, and outcomes of WSF systems in the United States.!! Readers should note
that study results are descriptive and the design of the study does not support causal inferences about
the effects of WSF. However, the findings may enable districts who are implementing WSF — or
considering whether to adopt a WSF system — to learn from the examples and experiences of other
districts who have pursued this approach to improving equity and governance in education.

Study Design

To address the above study questions, the study conducted surveys of district administrators and
principals in both WSF and non-WSF districts, as well as conducting case studies to obtain more in-depth
data in nine WSF districts, including interviews, document reviews, and analysis of school-level

11 |n addition to the study results presented in this volume (Volume 1), a set of technical appendices is provided in Volume 2
containing supplemental information for the interested reader. Appendix A provides short profiles of the WSF systems used
in each case study district. Appendix B provides the statutory authorizing language for the Student-Centered Funding pilot.
Appendix C provides a more detailed description of the study methodology, including sample selection and data collection
and analysis methods for the surveys, interviews, extant documentation, and fiscal data. Appendix D provides supplemental
data tables and charts. Appendix E provides the data collection instruments.
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expenditure data. This section describes these data sources, selection of the study samples, procedures
for data collection and analysis, and study limitations.

Data Sources
To address the above study questions, the study used three primary data sources:

1. District and principal surveys were administered to a nationally representative sample of 400
district administrators and 675 school principals in both WSF and non-WSF districts. The surveys
were completed by 253 district administrators and 318 principals from this sample, for response
rates of 63 percent and 47 percent, respectively. The goal of the surveys was to better
understand the experiences and perceptions of practitioners in WSF and other districts across
the country regarding resource allocation practices. Specifically, the surveys included questions
about the resource allocation system and perceptions regarding equity, autonomy,
accountability, stakeholder engagement, and transparency.

2. Interviews and document reviews were conducted in a purposive sample of nine case study
districts that were implementing WSF systems in 2017-18. The case studies included in-person
interviews with district and school staff, including district program officers, chief financial
officers, school principals, union representatives, and school board members, as well as
examination of district documents describing their WSF weights and other formula features.

3. School-level expenditure data were collected from the nine case study districts to examine
patterns in the distribution of school-level resources before and after the implementation of
WSF. Districts were asked to provide these data for five years prior to WSF implementation and
all years since WSF implementation, if possible. The longitudinal expenditure data were used to
examine the relationship between school-level per-pupil spending and various indicators of
student need and whether this relationship changed after WSF implementation.

Sample Selection

For the nationally representative surveys, 400 districts were randomly selected from public school
districts in the United States that have at least six schools (3,389 districts); this threshold was selected
because the smallest district identified as implementing WSF at the time of sample selection had six
schools.'? The sample was designed to include 26 districts identified as implementing a WSF system
during the 2017-18 school year, as well as five districts identified as having previously implemented
WSF. This list of 31 current or previous WSF districts was developed by consulting with school finance
experts, drawing on reports such as the Reason Foundation Weighted Student Formula Yearbook (Snell
and Furtick 2013) and a presentation by Koteskey and Snell at the Future of Education Finance Summit
(Koteskey and Snell 2016), and examining district websites; these districts were selected with certainty
to guarantee their inclusion in the study sample.?®

12 The smallest district that we identified as a WSF district at the time of sample selection was later determined to be not in fact
implementing WSF; the smallest WSF district in our final set of known WSF districts had 22 schools in 2018-19 (see Exhibit 2).

13 Among the 26 districts identified as WSF implementers at the time of sample selection, the study team later learned (during
the data collection phase of the study) that two were not in fact implementing WSF systems.
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For the principal survey, 675 schools were randomly selected from the sample districts. In each of the 31
WSF districts, up to 10 schools were selected, for a total of 306 schools in WSF districts. In the remaining
369 districts, one school per district was selected, for a total of 369 schools in non-WSF districts.

For the case study component, we selected a purposive sample of nine districts identified as currently
implementing a WSF system. The specific sites were selected to yield a diverse set of districts with
respect to geographic location, age of WSF system, and formula design (Exhibit 1).

Exhibit 1. Characteristics of the nine WSF case study districts

Number of

District name State Year established  Enroliment schools Urbanicity
Milwaukee Public Schools WI 2000-01 77,316 167 City
San Francisco Unified CA 2002-03 58,414 127 City
Denver School District co 2007-08 88,839 191 City
Baltimore City Public Schools MD 2008-09 84,976 189 City
Boston Public Schools MA 2011-12 54,312 120 City
Prince George’s County Public Schools MD 2012-13 127,576 211 Suburb
Cleveland Municipal School District OH 2013-14 39,365 102 City
Metro Nashville Public Schools TN 2015-16 84,069 164 City
Indianapolis Public Schools IN 2016-17 31,794 67 City

Exhibit reads: One of the nine case study districts was Milwaukee Public Schools, which established its WSF system
in the 2000-01 school year. The district had 77,316 students and 167 schools in the 2015-16 school year and was
located in a city.

Sources: Information on the year the WSF system was established is based on review of school district documents and websites and personal
communication with district administrators. Other data are from National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Local
Education Agency (School District) Universe Survey Data (2015-16).

Data Collection and Analysis

The nationally representative surveys were administered electronically between December 2017 and
June 2018. In each of the case study districts, the study team conducted interviews with a district
program officer, a district finance officer, three school principals,'* and two respondents from the
following three groups — a union representative, a school board member, or an additional district
administrator. The two individuals selected depended on such factors as the existence of a union in the
district and which respondents were most knowledgeable about the WSF system. Case study site visits
were conducted in spring and summer of 2018, including interviews and collection of extant documents;
follow-up phone calls were also conducted during the 2018-19 school year to collect additional
information where needed. WSF system characteristics are based on information for 2018-19. Eight of
the nine case study districts also responded to the district survey.

In addition, the study team collected a variety of documents and data from the case study districts,
including documents describing how funding and other (personnel and non-personnel) resources were
allocated to schools; documents describing the school-level budgeting process or other district
budgeting guidelines; and audited end-of-year, school-level fiscal files. We asked the districts to provide

14 For each case study district, the three principal interviewees were purposively selected from the 10 randomly selected
schools included in the survey sample, with the aim of including variation in school grade levels.
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expenditures for at least five years prior to WSF implementation and at least five years after
implementation (but ideally for all post-WSF years), as possible.

Data from surveys were weighted to produce national estimates of the frequency of practices and
attitudes collected through the survey items. Fiscal data were analyzed to examine trends in pre- and
post-WSF relationships between spending and student need for each case study district. Interview and
document data were organized and analyzed using the tagging function in Microsoft OneNote. At least
two respondents in a given case study district must have mentioned a fact or concern for it to have been
included as a theme for that district.

Study Limitations

The study surveys collected information from district administrator and principal respondents in both WSF
and non-WSF districts and schools in an effort to compare responses on many items that asked for
individuals’ perceptions about the resource allocation system being used, which by definition could be
subjective. In addition, the survey response rates for the district survey (63 percent) and principal survey
(47 percent) were lower than the Office of Management and Budget target for federal program
evaluations (85 percent).’®> Consequently, the survey results are not necessarily generalizable to the
populations of WSF and non-WSF districts and schools across the country. While the survey weights
account for nonresponse bias based upon the sample site characteristics, a comparison of the WSF
districts that responded to our survey shows some differences from the population of known WSF districts.
Specifically, the 13 WSF districts responding to our survey tended to be less urban and have lower levels of
both poverty and ELs than the full set of 27 known implementers.t®

In addition, WSF and non-WSF districts differ along several dimensions other than their decision to
implement a WSF system. Specifically, WSF districts tend to be larger and more urban and to have
higher poverty rates and other need indicators. In our comparative analyses of WSF and non-WSF survey
responses we have attempted to control for these types of differences through statistical conditional
analysis. However, these adjustments cannot control for unobserved differences in the characteristics of
the two groups. Consequently, the comparisons between WSF and non-WSF survey responses are
presented as descriptive analyses and do not necessarily mean that these differences were caused by
the use of WSF.

There are also some limitations to the interpretation and generalizability of the study findings stemming
from the case study districts. Although the nine case study sites represent a relatively large proportion of
the 27 districts identified as implementing WSF, they are not nationally representative, so the case
studies findings cannot be generalized to the nation as a whole. It also should be noted that although
the district-level interviews included a variety of officials, the school-level interviews were limited to
principals, whose views about the involvement of teachers and other school stakeholders may not
match the perceptions of those groups. Finally, although all of the case study districts were asked to
provide expenditure data for years prior to WSF implementation, sometimes the data systems were
limited in their ability to provide this information, especially if the data systems and/or WSF systems
were old.

15 This study is not evaluating a federal program, so selected districts and principals were not required to participate in the
surveys. In addition, some survey items asked for factual budgetary and fiscal information, which may have discouraged
some respondents from continuing because these items are more challenging than simple opinion or perception questions.

16 A comparison of the characteristics between the WSF survey respondent districts and the group of districts representing our
best approximation of the population of WSF implementers is included in Exhibit C-5 in Appendix C.
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Prevalence of WSF Systems

The study identified 27 school districts that were implementing WSF systems as of the
2018-19 school year; these districts enrolled 9 percent of the nation’s students.

Minneapolis Public Schools was the first district in the country to implement a WSF system, starting in
the 1993-94 school year. Seven of these districts adopted their WSF system 15 or more years ago, while
16 adopted WSF in the past 10 years. The most recent adopters were Indianapolis, Atlanta, and Shelby
County, with full WSF implementation taking place in 2016—17 in Indianapolis and in 2018-19 in Atlanta
and Shelby County (Exhibit 2).

Exhibit 2. Districts identified as implementing a WSF system in 2018-19, by year of adoption

Year Number Poverty

District name State adopted Enrollment of schools rate Urbanicity
Minneapolis Public Schools MN 1993-94 36,793 86 24% City
Prince William County Public Schools VA 1994-95 87,793 92 9% Suburb
Cincinnati Public Schools OH 1999-2000 34,227 54 33% City
Houston Independent School District TX 2000-01 215,627 283 31% City
Milwaukee School District* Wi 2000-01 75,749 158 34% City
San Francisco Unified School District* CA 200203 58,865 116 12% City

St. Paul Public School District MN 2002-03 37,698 103 27% City
Hawaii Department of Education HI 200607 181,995 289 10% Suburb
Denver Public Schools* co 2007-08 90,235 189 20% City
New York City Public Schools NY 2007-08 981,667 1,579 26% City
Poudre School District co 2007-08 29,527 53 9% City
Baltimore City Public Schools* MD 2008-09 83,666 182 31% City
Douglas County School District co 2008-09 66,896 89 2% Suburb
Falcon School District 49 co 2010-11 20,561 22 8% City
Boston Public Schools* MA 2011-12 53,885 120 28% City
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools NC 2011-12 146,211 164 17% City
Newark Public School District NJ 2011-12 40,889 65 33% City
Prince George's County Public Schools* MD 2012-13 128,936 207 12% Suburb
Adams 12 Five Star Schools co 2013-14 39,287 53 10% Suburb
City of Chicago School District 299 IL 2013-14 387,311 591 27% City
Cleveland Municipal School District* OH 2013-14 39,410 101 43% City
Metro Nashville Public Schools* TN 2015-16 85,598 154 23% City
Jeffco Public Schools co 2015-16 86,731 165 7% Suburb
Santa Fe Public Schools NM 2015-16 13,265 33 20% City
Indianapolis Public Schools* IN 2016-17 31,371 67 41% City
Atlanta Public Schools GA 2018-19 51,500 89 33% City
Shelby County Schools TN 2018-19 114,487 208 34% City

Exhibit reads: Minneapolis Public Schools adopted a WSF system in the 199394 school year, enrolls 36,793
students, has 86 schools, a poverty rate of 24 percent, and is located in a city.

Note: Data on enrollment and number of schools are for the 2015-16 school year. School districts included in the case study sample are
indicated with an asterisk (*) and boldface text.

Sources: Information on the year the WSF system was established is based on review of school district documents and websites and personal
communication with district administrators. Enrollment, number of schools, and urbanicity are based on data provided from the National
Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Local Education Agency (School District) Universe Survey Data (2015-16). Poverty rates
are based on the 2016 Census Small Area Income Poverty Estimate (SAIPE) data for school districts.




Districts’ Use of Weighted Student Funding Systems to Increase School Autonomy and Equity

As can be seen from Exhibit 2, school districts that have implemented WSF systems are predominantly
large, urban districts. Although the 27 known WSF districts comprised less than 1 percent of all school
districts in the United States, they accounted for 11 of the 40 largest districts (28 percent) and nine of
the 20 largest urban districts (45 percent). Collectively they enrolled 3.2 million students in the 2015-16
school year, or 9 percent of the nation’s students in public elementary and secondary schools.

Nearly a quarter (23 percent) of the districts identified as implementing a WSF system were in Colorado.
Collectively, the six WSF districts in Colorado represented 30 percent of public schools and 37 percent of
students in the state.

There may well be additional WSF districts that we were not able to identify through review of prior
research, consultation with school finance experts, and the study’s district survey.'” Based on the district
survey results, we estimate that approximately 33 districts nationwide are using a WSF system.

The study team also identified five districts that previously had implemented WSF but discontinued
those systems prior to 2018-19 (Exhibit 3). Seattle, for instance, eliminated WSF in 2008-09 over
concerns from multiple stakeholders — including principals, community members, the district’s budget
advisory team, and other district staff — around the perceived complexity and inefficiencies of the
approach. In its place, Seattle adopted a Weighted Staffing Standards system, which the district said
“retains the principle of funding a school according to the needs of its student population, but . . .is
much simpler to use” (Seattle Public Schools 2008). Under Seattle’s revised approach, all schools receive
funding for instructional staff (e.g., teachers, librarians, instructional support) and for non-instructional
staff (e.g., administrators, office staff, counselors, and nurses). In addition, all schools receive
discretionary funding based on total student enroliment, the number of students eligible for free and
reduced-price lunch, and the presence of specific special needs programs (Seattle Public Schools 2019).
In at least four of the five districts, the decision to end WSF followed a change in district leadership.

Exhibit 3. Districts identified as having adopted and discontinued a WSF system prior to 2018-19

Year Last year Number Poverty
District name State adopted implemented Enrollment of schools rate Urbanicity
Seattle Public Schools WA 1996-97 2007-08 53,317 105 10% City
Oakland Unified School District CA  2004-05 2013-14 49,098 121 22% City
Hartford Public Schools CT  2008-09 2014-15 20,874 66 35% City
Twin Rivers Unified School District CA  2010-11 2012-13 31,137 54 33% Suburb
Rochester City School District NY 2010-11 2011-12 28,886 54 42% City

Exhibit reads: Seattle adopted a WSF system in the 1996—97 school year and discontinued it in 2007-08.
Note: Data on enrollment and number of schools are for 2015-16.

Sources: Review of school district documents and website for districts that various experts initially identified as previously implementing a
weighted student funding system. National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Local Education Agency Universe Survey Data
(2015-16). Poverty is based on the 2016 Census Small Area Income Poverty Estimate (SAIPE) data for school districts.

17 Indeed, one of the 27 WSF districts listed in Exhibit 2 was part of the random sample of “non-WSF” districts selected for the
surveys. This district provided survey responses suggesting that it was implementing WSF, and the study team followed up
with phone calls, as well as 