
	
 Last week I shared a history of school funding in Pennsylvania.  It ended by saying that Governor 
Corbett abandoned the formula established by the costing-out study.  The process used instead was not much of 
a process.  After the Governor and majority leadership agreed on the amount of money in the budget for 
education, they came up with a way to distribute it to school districts.  The records show that under this method 
which was governed by political favoritism, rich districts got richer and poor districts got poorer.  Pennsylvania 
is only one of three states in the nation that does not have a standard formula to distribute education funds.
	
 A commission established last summer has been spending the year hearing testimony and gathering 
information about the creation of a funding formula for public education.  Below I outline some of the elements 
the commission will be considering in the formulation of the basic education funding formula.
	
 District Wealth:  A district’s wealth is based on the assessed values of properties in the district.  The 
higher the assessed value, the more dollars raised by a mill of taxes.  In districts that are sparsely populated, it is 
difficult to increase property taxes to raise enough dollars to meet budget increases.  In these districts, the state 
picks up more of the costs to educate a student.  
	
 General McLane’s ability to raise taxes is right in the middle.  Local tax dollars pick up about 52% of 
costs while state dollars about 48%.  Districts that have an over-all lower assessed value than us may depend 
upon the state for as much as 80% of their costs.
	
 Student Demographics:  There is no doubt that students with certain backgrounds can create a higher 
cost to educate.  If a district has a high number of students living in poverty, this will impact the cost of services 
needed.  Similarly, districts with a large population of homeless or foster students incur greater costs.  Finally, 
some districts have a large number of English Language Learners: students for whom English is not their first 
language.  Urban districts have high numbers of these students and require a cadre of teachers designated to just 
teach these foreign-speaking students.  It is felt that a fair funding formula should compensate districts in this 
situation.
	
 Enrollment:  Throughout the state, 72% of school districts have seen their student enrollment decline.  
The 28% of districts that have increased enrollment feel that they are entitled to more funding from the state 
because of their higher numbers.  While this may seem fair, it is difficult to pull off because the relationship 
between enrollment and cost is not as direct as one would think.  Because public education benefits from 
“economy of scale,” when enrollment declines, immediate savings are not realized.  Significant savings come 
from fewer staff but for that to occur, student enrollment has to decline by at least 22 in elementary grade levels 
and about 40 in secondary grade levels.  This may occur over a long time but certainly not year to year.
	
 Actual Costs:  Some people feel that a formula should determine exactly what it costs to educate a 
student and that should be the basis for a funding formula.  This can be difficult as Pennsylvania is a large state 
and costs can vary greatly from the dense urban areas to the sparse rural areas.
	
 Hold Harmless:  This element came about in the 1980s to recognize the fact that no district will likely 
spend less money the next year than the current year.  Smaller districts with limited ability to raise tax dollars 
especially need a guarantee that they will receive at least a minimum increase (usually 2%) in state funding for 
the following year.

	
 As you can see, there are many elements to be considered by the commission charged with the task of 
coming up with a formula by June of 2015.  A coalition of several public school associations has created “The 
Campaign for Fair Education Funding.”  This group released a “proposed a student-driven funding formula for basic 
education that strategically directs resources to students and school districts with the greatest needs and provides the 
investment necessary to enable every child to succeed academically” on February 26.   The Wolf administration is 
committed to a fair funding formula that can be applied annually and give districts an idea of what their funding will be 
from year to year.  Watching this all come together will be interesting.  We will be following it carefully to see what it will 
all mean for General McLane.
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