Student-Focused Funding Solutions for Public Education
Executive Summary
A fair portion of aid to public schools may be distributed on a
per-pupil basis and there are many mission statements that
effectively say ‘it’s all about the kids.’ In reality, the wants of
institutions and the adults in the system often prevail over
student needs. That is not to say that educators and legislators
are not concerned about students – they absolutely do care.
However, a close examination of funding and other education
policy decisions (and especially the legislative debates over
these issues) reveals that the current system is focused more on
institutions than on students. The purpose of raising this issue
is not to convince readers to agree with our reading of the
facts, but to explain why we put so much emphasis on student-focused solutions. If recent Kansas history is any guide,
it simply cannot be assumed that education decisions will be
student-centric.
School funding has been the subject of multiple lawsuits,
including one that is currently under appeal in the State
Supreme Court in Gannon v. State of Kansas. It is an extremely
volatile subject, both in the general public and the Legislature.
Yet, no one knows what is suitable funding for Kansas school
districts to achieve required outcomes while also making
efficient use of taxpayer funds. Not a single legislator,
superintendent, policy analyst, or judge knows what it should
cost to efficiently achieve required outcomes because no such
study or analysis has ever been conducted in Kansas.
As shown herein, Legislative Post Audit studies and other data
clearly show that school districts are not organized and operating efficiently. School districts are not even using all of the tax
money they receive, but still claim to be under-funded. It
might be possible to take corrective action if these were the
only problems with the current funding system, but there are
many other serious problems with the current system. As such,
we believe the current system is irreparably broken.
Kansas needs a new student-focused school funding system
but not a single number can be put on paper until two
foundational questions are answered:
1. What are the educational interests of the State? We cannot
fund something until we define what it is we intend to
fund.
2. Is it our priority to fund students or institutions? ‘Both’ is not
an option; unless one is given clear priority, the other will
most definitely suffer.
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system but generally speaking, there are no ‘right or wrong’
answers in funding decisions. Rather, they are subjective
decisions that require great deliberation and citizen input so
that legislators can write the laws – and be held to account.

Introduction
Perhaps no subject in Kansas is more hotly debated – and less
understood – than the financing of public education. An
October 2012 public opinion poll asked Kansans how much
school districts receive, on average, in total taxpayer support;
only seven percent correctly identified that it is more than
$12,000 per-pupil.1 Indeed, a plurality of respondents thought
total taxpayer support was less than $6,000 per-pupil. But the
misunderstanding goes much deeper than just the total amount
spent on public education.
The school funding formula itself is so complicated that perhaps
only a handful of Kansans fully understand it. For example, the
formula to calculate just one aspect – weighted enrollment –
takes up an entire page. Another element that comprises about
one-third of total taxpayer support, Base State Aid Per Pupil, is
often falsely characterized. Some characterizations misconstrue it as the sole amount of funding districts receive each
year. Others misrepresent it as the only funding available for
‘regular’ education. Still others continue to advance the claim
that Base State Aid – regardless of how construed – has
remained effectively unchanged since the 1990s. The broader
purpose of this analysis is to offer some student-focused funding solutions to inform a completely new system of school
finance in Kansas. Simply put, the current system is irreparably
broken.2 Some aid may be distributed on a per-pupil basis but
the system is largely designed to fund institutions instead of
funding students directly. It is impossible to trace money
dedicated for specific students to ensure that it is actually used
for the intended purpose; there is evidence, however, that
some specially-targeted revenue is not being used for the
intended purpose.
Furthermore, the current funding system also makes no
allowance for the efficient use of taxpayer funds. Not a single
funding decision, whether in the courts or in the Legislature,
has ever been based on what is required for students to
achieve required outcomes while also having school districts
organized and operating in a cost-effective manner.

We attempt to provide some guidance on these fundamental
questions and other important elements of a new funding
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Other hallmarks of this broken system include:
• School districts are suing the State in Gannon v. State
of Kansas (essentially, suing taxpayers) contending
districts are underfunded while setting new records for
total taxpayer support of public education.
• Many school districts are not spending all of the state
and local tax dollars they receive.
The first section of this analysis explores these and other
realities of the current funding system that point to the
need for a complete overhaul. Then we will highlight
some of the important precursors to inform the development of a new system – establishing funding priorities
and methodologies. We will also look at ways to get
school districts organized and operating in a costeffective manner and suggest accountability measures to
include in a new system.
A funding system cannot be properly developed until
these important decisions are made. As former New
York Yankee and part-time philosopher Yogi Berra once
said, “You got to be careful if you don’t know where
you’re going, because you might not get there.” It is
impossible to have effective discussions of how to fund
something without first settling on what it is one wants
to fund.
While we cannot recommend a specific funding system
until those important preliminary decisions are made by
the Legislature, in Chapter 2 we offer some suggestions
that would be applicable to any effective funding
system, including multiple accountability measures.
Chapter 3 discusses multiple options for operating
schools more efficiently.
It is also important to identify any flaws in the current
system to avoid carrying them forward, so we begin
preparations for a new funding system by examining the
realities of the current system.
If nothing else, it is hoped that this analysis will help
Kansans ‘know where we’re going’ so we can eventually
arrive at an effective new school funding system.

Chapter 1. Realities of the Current School
Funding System
A complete review of the current school funding system
would result in a very lengthy study, much of which
may not be germane to the purpose of this analysis. The
material covered in this section is intended to review
major misunderstandings and little-known facts
pertaining to the current school funding system.
Efficiency is not considered in school funding decisions
Of all the misunderstandings about school finance,
perhaps the most important clarification to be made
(and surely the timeliest) is that no one knows what is
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suitable funding for Kansas school districts to achieve
required outcomes while also making efficient use of
taxpayer funds. Not a single legislator, superintendent,
policy analyst, or judge knows what it should cost to
efficiently achieve required outcomes because no such
study or analysis has ever been conducted in Kansas.
Many people are of the opinion that the appropriate
constitutional funding levels were established in Montoy
vs. State of Kansas. A recent public opinion poll found
that 74 percent of Kansans believe efficient use of taxpayer money should be part of every school funding
decision.3 Taken collectively, one might reasonably
conclude that most Kansans believe the Montoy
standard takes efficient use of taxpayer money into
account (an assumption that is quite often reflected in
discussions with citizens and legislators). But Montoy
most assuredly ignores efficient use of taxpayer money.
In 2009, Kansas Policy Institute commissioned Caleb
Stegall to prepare a legal analysis of Montoy vs. State of
Kansas that uncovered shocking facts about the cost
study upon which the court ruling was based.4 The
consulting firm Augenblick & Myers was hired by the
Legislative Post Audit Committee in 2001 to perform
the study. Their estimate of the cost of a “suitable education” (as A&M defined ‘suitable’) was based on their
Successful Schools Approach, which they said,
“…allows for the inclusion of spending efficiency to be
used as a measure of success.”5
Stegall writes, “A&M collected the list of school districts
that had already met both the input and outcome
standards of the suitable education definition. This list
included 85 school districts.” He goes on to say, “A&M
had hoped to further winnow the number of ‘successful
school’ district models by examining the efficiency with
which the 85 districts spent their money. After analyzing
how several factors (such as attendance center size,
enrollment, proportion of low-income students, and
local tax effort) affected spending, A&M used these
results to estimate a ‘predicted spending’ efficiency level
for each district. A&M then compared this
‘predicted spending’ level for each district to a district’s
actual spending, seeking to identify which school
districts were spending efficiently. But when the results
demonstrated that 50 of the 85 ‘successful school’
districts would be considered inefficient spenders,
A&M decided not to use efficiency as a component of a
‘successful school,’ choosing instead to use all 85 school
districts. A&M concluded that had it used an
efficiency standard to exclude those 50 districts, this
‘might [have] undermine[d] the possibility that this higher [albeit inefficient] spending is what allows
districts to be successful in Kansas.’ In other words, as
throughout the cost-study process, methodologies were
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adopted expressly because of the results they could be
expected to deliver.”6
Upon learning that A&M deliberately deviated from
their own methodology, the Legislative Post Audit
Committee should have rejected their report and sent
them back to perform the work they were hired to do.
Instead, the committee inflicted those deliberately
inflated costs on taxpayers and the courts.
Article 6, Section 6(b) of the Kansas Constitution says,
“The legislature shall make suitable provision for finance
of the educational interests of the state.”7 There is no
stipulation that says the Legislature cannot consider or
require the efficient use of taxpayer money, and absent
such stipulation, the Legislature may indeed do so. One
could even make the case that legislators have a moral
obligation to ensure that all expenditures of taxpayer
money be done efficiently.
Some people believe that suitable funding levels were
determined by a 2006 Legislative Post Audit (LPA) study
but that is another misunderstanding. LPA made this and
one other distinction perfectly clear (on page 2), saying,
“it’s important to remember that these cost studies are
intended to help the Legislature decide appropriate
funding levels for K-12 public education. They aren’t
intended to dictate any specific funding level, and
shouldn’t be viewed that way. Finally, within these
cost studies we weren’t directed to, nor did we try to,
examine the most cost-effective way for Kansas school
districts to be organized and operated. Those can be
major studies in their own right.”8
LPA only provided information to the Legislature. They
did not establish suitable funding levels and made it
quite clear that that was not their assigned task. The
Legislature did pass a new law establishing higher funding levels but they did so with the State Supreme Court
threatening to close schools in short order if Legislature
did not comply with its ruling to increase funding.
The initial Gannon ruling and the Montoy courts noted
that the Legislature provided no evidence indicating that
its funding decisions over the years were based on their
own detailed analysis. If so, it is understandable that a
court might find that the legislature had not done
enough to arrive at a system that could be measured
against a constitutional requirement and send the
Legislature back to the drawing board, but it is quite
another matter for a court to act as it did in Montoy and
set a constitutional standard on the basis of a study
deliberately designed to provide inflated figures.
The State Supreme Court is considering an appeal of
Gannon as this is written. There is considerable speculation as to whether the court will decide in favor of the
plaintiff or the defendant but there is also a third option.

The court could declare that neither party is correct and
order the Legislature to develop a funding system that
provides funding required to meet intended outcomes
while also having districts organized and operating in a
cost-effective manner. That would be a decision in the
favor of students and citizens.
Total spending history
The Kansas Department of Education (KSDE) separates
taxpayer support of public education into three
categories – state, federal, and local. KSDE knows the
amount it distributes to local districts from state and
federal funds. They subtract those amounts from total
expenditures as reported by individual school districts to
arrive at the amount that is reported as local.
The amounts reported as local and total expenditures
therefore depend upon the accuracy of local districts’
reporting of total expenditures. This is an important
distinction because no official audits are conducted to
determine whether districts are doing so. A recent
efficiency audit of the Kansas City, Kansas school district
by Legislative Post Audit states, “KSDE requires school
districts to report expenditures every year. Because the
Kansas City school district’s accounting system differs
significantly from KSDE’s reporting system, the district
has to adjust its data before reporting it to the state.
This is not uncommon for larger districts with unique
accounting systems. However, because the district’s
accounting manual does not include a procedure for
how to make these adjustments, its reporting is inconsistent and inaccurate. For example, although the district
reported $4.9 million in transportation expenditures to
KSDE, its internal accounting data showed $7.5 million.”9
Table 1: State, Federal and Local Taxpayer Support
(millions of dollars)
School Year

State

Federal

Local

Total

1997-98
1998-99
1999-00
2000-01
2001-02
2002-03
2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09
2009-10
2010-11
2011-12

1,815.7
2,035.2
2,110.5
2,152.6
2,200.5
2,277.8
2,124.6
2,362.2
2,658.0
2,889.0
3,131.5
3,287.2
2,867.8
2,961.8
3,184.2

189.1
202.6
220.8
261.0
310.1
340.7
376.9
398.7
382.8
385.4
377.0
413.6
726.6
666.6
447.4

1,058.4
1,004.7
1,071.4
1,172.9
1,269.9
1,335.2
1,592.6
1,528.5
1,648.5
1,867.7
1,937.9
1,965.9
1,995.1
1,958.7
2,139.4

3,063.2
3,242.5
3,402.7
3,586.6
3,780.6
3,953.7
4,094.1
4,289.4
4,689.3
5,142.1
5,446.4
5,666.7
5,589.5
5,587.0
5,771.0

'98-'12 chg.

75%

137%

102%

88%

Source: Kansas Department of Education
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It is also important to understand that many school
districts do not follow Generally Accepted Accounting
Principles (GAAP). Kansas law permits government
entities to adopt The Kansas Municipal Audit and
Accounting Guide (KMAAG) regulatory basis of
accounting which waives the requirement to follow
GAAP and allows government to report revenues and
expenditures on a cash basis.10 Government entities
using KMAAG also typically do not publish balance
sheets, which can deny citizens and even local school
board members access to information about long term
and/or unfunded liabilities, fixed asset dispositions, and
other non-current financial information.
Total taxpayer support of Kansas public schools set a
new record in 2012 at $5.771 billion.11 The most recent
estimate from KSDE says that another new record will
be set when the 2013 final results are released; total taxpayer support is estimated to be $5.816 billion, which
equates to $12,738 per-pupil.12
Reports that taxpayer support of schools in general and
state funding in particular have been cut back to 1990s
levels are obviously not true. As shown in Table 1, state
support increased by 75 percent since 1998 and total
taxpayer support is 88 percent higher.
Enrollment changes are taken into account in Table 2
which reflects per-pupil funding using full time
equivalent enrollment per KSDE protocol. As FTE
(FTE, is a full time equivalent student and could roughly
be construed as two typical, half day kindergartners
equating to one FTE) enrollment only increased by two
percent over the period, the increases in per-pupil
funding are very similar to those for total funding.
Table 2: State, Federal and Local Taxpayer Support

Every school district is required by statute to levy a 20
mill property tax, which according to K.S.A. 726431(b)(2), is “… for the purpose of paying a portion of
the costs of operating and maintaining public schools in
partial fulfillment of the constitutional obligation of the
legislature to finance the educational interests of the
state….” According to Deputy Commissioner of
Education Dale Dennis, all property taxes (including the
state-mandated 20 mills) levied by school districts are
“…collected by the county treasure[r] and distributed
directly to local districts.”14 Since property taxes are not
sent to the State for distribution, all of that revenue is
considered part of Local Aid. The amounts identified
as State Aid come from revenues collected by state
Table 3: Total Per-Pupil Taxpayer Support
Adjusted for Inflation

Local

Total

School
Year

448,609.0
448,925.7
448,610.3
446,969.9
445,376.6
444,541.4
443,301.8
441,867.6
442,555.7
444,878.7
446,874.0
447,615.1
453,324.3
454,865.7
456,000.5

4,047
4,533
4,704
4,816
4,941
5,124
4,793
5,346
6,006
6,494
7,008
7,344
6,326
6,511
6,983

422
451
492
584
696
766
850
902
865
866
844
924
1,603
1,465
981

2,359
2,238
2,388
2,624
2,851
3,004
3,593
3,459
3,725
4,198
4,336
4,392
4,401
4,306
4,692

6,828
7,222
7,584
8,024
8,488
8,894
9,236
9,707
10,596
11,558
12,188
12,660
12,330
12,283
12,656

1997-98
1998-99
1999-00
2000-01
2001-02
2002-03
2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09
2009-10
2010-11
2011-12

6,828
7,222
7,584
8,024
8,488
8,894
9,236
9,707
10,596
11,558
12,188
12,660
12,330
12,283
12,656

2%

73%

133%

99%

85%

'98-'12 chg.

85%

Source: Kansas Department of Education
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If you think school finance in Kansas could not possibly
be more byzantine, consider this new wrinkle: the
20 mill property tax levied for the support of public
education is not considered part of state aid.

State Federal

School Year FTE Enrolled

'98-'12 chg.

Suitable provision

Actual
Total
Support
(a)

(Per-Pupil, Full Time Equivalent Enrollment)

1997-98
1998-99
1999-00
2000-01
2001-02
2002-03
2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09
2009-10
2010-11
2011-12

Table 3 shows that the average district received a real
increase of 35 percent in per-pupil taxpayer support.13
The 1998 actual funding level of $6,828 per-pupil is
adjusted for inflation in Column (b); the difference
between actual funding in Column (a) and the inflationadjusted figure in Column (b) and the difference is
shown in Column (c), representing the amount by which
actual taxpayer support exceeded inflation-adjusted
support. For example, 2012 per-pupil support was
$12,656; that is 35 percent higher than total support of
$9,391 in 1998 (in 2012 dollars).

1998
Support
Adjusted by
Above
Inflation
Inflation
(b)
(a) - (b) = (c)

6,828
6,974
7,214
7,407
7,497
7,642
7,827
8,075
8,272
8,492
8,803
8,747
8,917
9,204
9,391

0
248
370
617
991
1,252
1,409
1,632
2,324
3,066
3,385
3,913
3,413
3,078
3,265

Adjusted
2012
Dollars
(d)

9,391
9,726
9,873
10,174
10,633
10,929
11,082
11,289
12,029
12,782
13,002
13,593
12,985
12,532
12,656
35%

Source: Kansas Department of Education, Bureau of Labor Statistics
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government, and since those property tax dollars never
hit state coffers, they are not part of state aid.
The Kansas Legislative Research Department and the
Kansas Division of the Budget both confirmed that local
property taxes, including the 20 mills, are sent directly
to school districts, are not collected or distributed by the
state, and are not counted as local aid rather than state
aid.
As noted earlier, the state Constitution requires the
Legislature to “… make suitable provision for the
financing of the educational interests of the state.” The
Constitution does not say that all of the money shall be
solely provided through the State General Fund or any
other state fund. The Constitution also does not reference
Base State Aid Per Pupil (BSAPP) as the determinant of
whether the Legislature has made suitable provision for
school funding. Yet BSAPP is often portrayed as though
it is the entirety of all aid for what school districts refer
to as “regular education.”
The Legislature makes provision for the financing of
public schools in several ways. A complicated formula,
which includes BSAPP as one element, determines how
funding is dispersed from the state budget. In addition to
the statewide 20 mill property tax, the Legislature also
makes provision for districts to receive other funding
that is recorded as Local Aid. The Legislature further
extends districts the authority to levy additional property
taxes if they choose to do so; the amounts collected for
each type of property tax collected by all school districts
for the 2013 school year are shown in Table 4.16

voter approval. Districts also collected $502 million in
fees and other income on the authority of the state legislature.17 The combined total of $1.838 billion (which
does not require citizen approval) and the full amount
of aid provided through the state budget should be considered part of the Legislature’s provision for financing
public education. As shown in Table 5, the legislature’s
total provision for finance in 2012 was $5.022 billion.18
The $1.84 billion labeled as local aid in 2012 is simply
an accounting matter; property taxes are collected by
county treasurers and distributed directly to school
districts.19 If county treasurers sent the money to the state
to be distributed, it would be reflected as state aid. Fees
and other income sources also remain local and never
impact the state budget. It is preposterous to pretend
that this money is not part of the state’s provision for
finance simply because it is not run through the state
budget.
It should be noted that our calculation of the legislature’s provision for finance in Table 5 is deliberately
conservative, in that it only considers funding for which
the legislature has taken action. Table 5 does not reflect
what we consider to be a legal definition of ‘suitable
provision for finance,’ which could (and perhaps, should)
take all available sources of funding into account.
Simple comparisons of BSAPP are misleading

Total property taxes levied for the operation and maintenance of public schools last year was $1.336 billion;
school districts were required to levy $554 million and
were given the authority to levy the balance without

Claims that Base State Aid Per-Pupil (BSAPP) has been
cut back to the same level as a decade ago are quite
misleading, as they deliberately ignore how school
funding has significantly changed over the years. Since
student populations vary widely some districts receive
additional money through ‘weightings’ on top of BSAPP
(e.g., At Risk, Bilingual, etc.). For example, a student
who qualifies for At Risk funding (based on qualifying

Table 4: 2012 State Provision Recorded as
Local Aid

Table 5: State Provision for Finance

Aid Source

Property Tax
General Fund (20 mills)
Supplemental General (LOB)
Less voter-approved portion
Capital Outlay
Cost of Living
Extraordinary Growth
All other
Total

554,457,644
588,460,770
(6,526,000)
152,314,504
18,556,262
21,439,905
7,553,724
1,336,256,809

Fees and other State-authorized sources

501,585,658

State Provision Recorded as Local Aid
1,837,842,467
Bond & Interest approved by local voters
295,061,373
Voter-approved LOB aid
6,526,000
Total Local Aid

Millions of Dollars

Amount

2,139,429,840

Source: Kansas Dept. of Education

School
Year

State
Budget

Property
Tax

Other
Local

Total

Per
Pupil

2000-01
2001-02
2002-03
2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09
2009-10
2010-11
2011-12

2,152.6
2,200.5
2,277.8
2,124.6
2,362.2
2,658.0
2,889.0
3,131.5
3,287.2
2,867.8
2,961.8
3,184.2

756.9
857.9
884.0
870.6
973.6
1,077.3
1,172.9
1,240.6
1,172.9
1,298.0
1,304.1
1,336.3

235.1
216.1
243.5
494.1
323.8
340.0
452.7
446.5
519.2
398.3
355.7
501.6

3,144.6
3,274.5
3,405.3
3,489.2
3,659.6
4,075.3
4,514.5
4,818.6
4,979.2
4,564.2
4,621.6
5,022.0

7,035
7,352
7,660
7,871
8,282
9,209
10,148
10,783
11,124
10,068
10,160
11,013

48%

77%

113%

60%

57%

'01-'12 chg.

Source: Kansas Department of Education
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for free meals under the National School Lunch
Program) is counted (‘weighted’) as 1.456 students for
funding purposes. Many students qualify for multiple
weighting and a number of weightings have been added
or expanded over the years, resulting in less reliance on
BSAPP to fund many services.20 And as noted in Table 5,
districts have also benefitted from large property tax
increases.
Table 6 lists state aid for school employee retirement
payments (KPERS) and Bond & Interest separately to
emphasize the significant increase in Other State Aid.
School districts and others routinely protest that the
amounts for KPERS and Bond & Interest should not
count as part of the legislature’s provision because the
money is not available for use in the classroom. They
also claim that KPERS payments account for a large
portion of funding increases.21
These claims are specious at best. Total state provision
for finance in Table 6 would show a 45 percent increase
with KPERS payments excluded. Pension funding has
increased (it was not included in state aid until 20042005), but it is only a small portion of the total per-pupil
increase. Like salaries, payroll taxes and health care
insurance, pensions are part of the cost of hiring
employees; it makes no sense to claim that pension
payments should not count toward taxpayers’ support of
public education.
District administrators may not be able to control the
pension funding formula but their decisions do impact
the amount of money required to fund KPERS. The formula sets funding on a percentage of payroll, so every
decision to hire a district employee or increase their pay
causes more money to be allocated to KPERS (and less
to be available elsewhere). Hiring decisions are not the
only way that districts direct funding away from the
Table 6: State Provision for Finance (Per-Pupil)
School
Year

Base
State Aid

KPERS

Bond & Other
Interest State Aid

2000-01
2001-02
2002-03
2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09
2009-10
2010-11
2011-12

3,820
3,870
3,863
3,863
3,863
4,257
4,316
4,374
4,400
4,012
3,937
3,780

0
0
0
0
274
320
379
434
477
477
409
797

69
90
106
113
118
130
144
156
170
194
212
230

3,147
3,392
3,691
3,895
4,027
4,502
5,309
5,820
6,077
5,386
5,602
6,206

7,035
7,352
7,660
7,871
8,282
9,209
10,148
10,783
11,124
10,068
10,160
11,013

'01-'12 chg.

-1%

NA

235%

97%

57%

Source: Kansas Department of Education
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classroom. When districts get voter approval for local
bond levies for new facilities, they also cause money in
the state funding formula to be allocated to Bond &
Interest Aid (which could otherwise be available for
other purposes).22 Districts promote local bond levies to
build new facilities as an important element of education; they should apply the same degree of importance
to money they receive from taxpayers across the state to
defray a portion of their local bond levies.
Some state and local tax dollars are not spent
Taxpayer support of public education is run through
as many as thirty different funds maintained by school
districts. These funds operate on a cash basis like individuals’ checking accounts; the annual beginning
balances only increase when more money is deposited
than is spent over the previous year. Total unencumbered
cash balances (also called carryover cash balances)
increased from $1.069 billion in 2005 to $1.719 billion
in 2012, but that includes funds that can only be used
for Capital Outlay, Debt Service and federally-funded
projects. The category labeled All Other Funds in Table
7 includes a variety of current operating funds. The
$430.5 million increase between 2005 and 2012
represents state and local tax dollars that schools
received but did not spend.
It is especially noteworthy that the balance in this group
of funds increased every year, even in 2010 and 2011
when funding declined slightly. School districts claim
these large and growing cash balances are needed to
manage cash flow but there are several factors that
contradict that position.
School districts are not shy about sharing their financial
concerns with the Legislature and their patrons. Yet
there is no record of school districts saying they needed
larger cash reserves – until the existence of large carryover balances was discovered in 2009. When asked
about the (then) existence of $699 million in carryover
reserves, districts offered a variety of conflicting

Total

Table 7: Unencumbered Cash Balances
(millions of dollars)
School
Year

Capital
& Debt

Federal

All Other
Funds

Total

2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012

604.7
663.4
691.4
769.8
795.9
791.7
837.1
830.8

5.7
0.2
2.7
3.7
3.8
1.1
4.8
(1.8)

458.2
494.1
542.3
587.1
699.2
774.6
868.3
888.7

1,068.6
1,157.6
1,236.4
1,360.6
1,498.9
1,567.4
1,710.2
1,719.5

Source: Kansas Dept. of Education; all districts' balances on July 1
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responses. Some said they did not have the money.
Others said the money had been there but had since
been spent. Still others acknowledged that they had the
money but were not allowed to spend it due to various
statutory restrictions.

reserves were growing simply to keep pace with spending increases between 2006 and 2012. However, after
dropping in 2007 and 2008 (which is also informative),
the median Carryover Ratio significantly increased every
year thereafter.

Suddenly, $699 million was not enough to have in
reserve, even though no concerns were publicly raised
when the balances were several hundred million dollars
lower. Every entity needs some degree of cash reserves
but the fact that July 1, 2012 balances are 94 percent
higher than on July 1, 2005 is quite significant.

School districts say they increased cash reserves due
to “… long-term uncertainty over state and federal
funding….”24 This is a tacit admission that they either
received more money than needed to meet students’
current educational needs or that they deliberately
did not meet some current essential needs in order to
increase cash reserves.

In order to compare balances across districts with
disparate spending levels, we calculated a Carryover
Ratio for each district. The ratio reflects the beginning
cash balance in each district’s group of current operating
funds (All Other in Table 7) as a percentage of that
year’s current operating expense.
Table 8 shows that the median Carryover Ratio for all
districts increased from 9.7 percent for 2006 to 16.6
percent for 2012. It shows a very wide high-to-low
range across all districts. School districts have very
similar spending and revenue patterns; the levels differ
by enrollment but the patterns (when they spend money
and when they receive it) are similar. Taken collectively
with the rise in median Carryover Ratio and the extreme
high-to-low range, we can draw several important
conclusions.
Since districts’ overall spending and revenue patterns are
similar, one could reasonably expect their Carryover
Ratios to fall within a relatively narrow range, especially
if carryover balances were at necessary levels.
Accordingly, we conclude that the carryover balances
are not reflective of necessary balances, as there is no
rationale to support a sixty-point swing in the high-tolow range. That position is further substantiated by the
fact that dozens of districts routinely operate with a
Carryover Ratio of less than 10 percent.23
The large increase in the median Carryover Ratio also
demonstrates that districts are growing cash reserves far
in excess of what might be needed to keep pace as their
spending levels have grown over time. Regardless of
whether the median ratio of 9.7 percent was appropriate
in 2006, it would remain relatively steady if cash
Table 8: Carryover Reserve Ratio
2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

High 37.9% 49.1% 55.2% 68.5% 68.7% 64.9% 62.4%
Median 9.7% 8.8% 9.0% 9.8% 13.4% 15.6% 16.6%
Low
0.5% -2.3% 0.7% -0.8% 0.7%
1.1% 2.0%
Source: Kansas Dept. of Education; carryover cash balances in
All Other Funds at the beginning of the year as a percentage of
actual current operating expense for the year.

Some fund balances, such as Special Education, Special
Education Co-Op, At Risk, and Bilingual, can only be
used for the express purpose of the fund. Indeed, this
sub-group experienced an increase of $135 million
between 2005 and 2012; again, this demonstrates that
districts are either receiving more money than needed to
provide these services or they are deliberating not meeting students’ needs (which surely could not be true). The
Legislature did take steps in 2011 to remove restrictions
on these and certain other funds and allowed districts to
use excess balances without restriction. Some districts
took advantage of that option but many did not.
Supplemental General State Aid and Equalization
Equalization of public education funding is sound public
policy – the premise is that no child's education should
be dependent upon the property values of a given
district. Kansas school districts received $339.1 million
in Supplemental General State Aid (SGSA) in 2013,
which is understood to equalize the difference between
‘property-rich’ districts and ‘property-poor’ districts. For
example, a one mill property tax in USD 259 Wichita
(Sedgwick County) would generate $2,588,388 while
the same one mill would only generate $15,265 in USD
502 Lewis (Edwards County).25 One ‘mill’ is equal to
1/1,000 of a dollar so to determine the impact of a onemill increase, one simply divides the assessed valuation
of property by one thousand.
Let us suppose that both districts wanted to raise an
additional $500,000 in tax revenue. USD 259 Wichita
would only need to increase its mill levy by 0.19 mills
(desired revenue divided by the value of one mill)
whereas USD 502 Lewis would have to increase its levy
by 32.75 mills. The impact of a $500,000 tax increase is
therefore 169.6 times greater on property owners in
USD 502 Lewis than on property owners in USD 259
Wichita.26 The obvious burden placed on property
owners in ‘property-poor’ districts makes it much more
challenging for those districts to raise funds.
It might be surprising to learn that in 2013 USD 259
received $41.4 million in SGSA while USD 502 Lewis

WWW.KANSASPOLICY.ORG | WWW.KANSASOPENGOV.ORG
WICHITA OFFICE: 250 N. Water, Suite 216 | Wichita, Kansas 67202 | P 316-634-0218
OVERLAND PARK OFFICE: 12980 Metcalf, Suite 430 | Overland Park, Kansas 66213 | P 913-213-5038

7

Student-Focused Funding Solutions for Public Education

received nothing. In fact, many legislators have been
shocked to learn these facts.
The money is distributed according to a statutory
formula, with only those districts that are below the 81.2
percentile of assessed valuation per-pupil being eligible.
Basing the distribution on per-pupil valuation generally
works to the advantage of larger districts and has the
opposite general impact on smaller districts. Districts
with enrollment growing faster than their assessed
valuation see declines in their per-pupil valuations
(and collect more money) while districts that are losing
students (and per-pupil funding) end up with higher
valuations per-pupil and are more likely to become
ineligible for SGSA or collect less.
Table 9 lists the top ten recipients, who collected 41
percent of total SGSA distributions last year.27
There may be certain logic to distributing SGSA on the
basis of per-pupil assessed valuations but the statutory
formula used to determine eligibility and the total
amount of funding is completely unrelated to need and
efficient use of taxpayer money.28
Property tax is not used for equalization
As explained in an earlier section, all property taxes
related to school finance are collected by county
treasurers and sent directly to school districts. Property
taxes are not used to provide SGSA; equalization is
funded through other state revenue. This is an important
distinction, especially for residents of property-rich
counties such as Johnson and Sedgwick who are under
the false impression that some of their property taxes are
used by the state to equalize aid to districts in other
counties.
Specially-targeted money possibly being used for
other purposes
Some money provided to school districts comes with
very specific strings attached. For example, At Risk
Table 9: Supplemental General State Aid
2012-13 Top Ten Distributions (millions)
School District

USD 259 Wichita
USD 500 Kansas City
USD 233 Olathe
USD 501 Topeka
USD 443 Dodge City
USD 475 Geary Co.
USD 261 Haysville
USD 457 Garden City
USD 266 Maize
USD 305 Salina

County

FTE Enrolled

Total

Sedgwick
Wyandotte
Johnson
Shawnee
Ford
Geary
Sedgwick
Finney
Sedgwick
Saline

46,494
19,269
26,926
13,078
6,231
8,040
5,069
7,102
6,728
6,902

41.4
24.8
19.1
14.1
8.5
7.9
6.2
5.9
5.3
5.0

Source: Kansas Department of Education
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funding, which is intended for students who are considered academically At Risk, “…must be spent for at-risk
pupil programs, bilingual programs, vocational programs, or pre-school at-risk programs.” Note the
emphasis on ‘programs.’ The clear intention of targeted
funding is that it be used to provide additional services
to particular students. Yet there is no way for legislators
or citizens to know whether targeted funding is actually
being used as required.
School spending cannot even be traced to the building
level, let alone to the student. Legislative efforts to
require accounting changes that would make such
information available have met strenuous objections
from school districts.
There is some evidence, however, that some targeted
funding is probably being used to fund general
operations. One district, Shawnee Mission, included the
name of the fund against which payroll expenditures
were charged. Their records show that they used At Risk
money to pay salaries for a middle school principal,
custodians, secretaries, nurses, librarians, infant child
care aides, and clerical staff. They also charged considerable teacher pay to At Risk, which could be legitimate
if each teacher is part of a specific program targeting At
Risk students – but there is no way of knowing based on
available data.29
While this one example may not be indicative of a
larger issue, legislators should take appropriate steps to
ensure that targeted money is being used for its intended
purpose.
Spending and achievement
Another common misperception of school funding is
that higher spending leads to higher student achievement. KSDE, school districts, and other proponents of
this notion cite a comment in a Legislative Post Audit
study that found such a correlation between changes in
state assessment results and higher spending levels.30
However, that same study also said, “Educational
research offers mixed opinions about whether increased
spending for educational inputs is related to improved
student performance. Well-known researchers who have
reviewed that body of research have come to opposite
conclusions. Likewise, individual studies of specific
educational inputs we reviewed sometimes concluded
additional resources were associated with improved
outcomes, and sometimes concluded they weren’t.
Because of perceived shortcomings in many of the
studies that have been conducted in these areas, many
researchers think more and better studies are needed to
help determine under which circumstances additional
resources actually lead to better outcomes.”31
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Identifying the educational interests of the state

Chart 1: Kansas NAEP Scale Scores and
Spending Per-Pupil
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Chart 2: ACT Composite Scores and Spending Per-Pupil
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It is quite astonishing that professional educators (and
others) would base their claims on the connection
between spending and achievement on a single finding
in an audit report and ignore contradictory evidence
disclosed in that same report. It should also be noted
that student achievement on independent national
exams is relatively unchanged despite large funding
increases.
Chart 1 shows no relationship between large funding
increases and student scores on the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP).32 (The 2013 NAEP
scores were not available at the time of publication.)
Chart 2 shows the same lack of relationship for ACT
scores, using the KSDE estimate for 2013 spending perstudent and the actual ACT college readiness exam
composite score.33

Chapter 2. Establish Funding Priorities and
Methodologies
A new funding system cannot be properly developed
until some important decisions are made, the first of
which is deciding exactly what is to be funded. That
may sound overly simplistic but this foundational
element was not considered in the development of the
current system. Generic descriptions such as ‘a quality
education’ are insufficient.

Since the “educational interests of the state” as referenced in the state Constitution are not defined, it is left
to legislators to ultimately determine. There are many
divergent opinions among Kansans as to what should or
should not be included, but some local school districts
have, in a sense, already weighed in on the issue. We
can examine their drug-testing policies as proxies for
their thoughts on which activities are included in the
state’s “educational interests” and which are excluded.
A number of Kansas school districts have adopted policies over the years that require students to agree to submit to random drug tests as a requirement to participate
in extracurricular activities such as sports, band, school
dances, graduation ceremonies, and even parking in the
school lot.34 If school districts have the legal authority to
exclude a student from participating in these activities
simply because they will not agree in advance to submit
to random drug screenings, it stands to reason that these
activities are not part of a basic education from a legal
standpoint. While perhaps untested, it is hard to imagine
that a district can prevent a student from taking a math
class without prior agreement to submit to drug testing.
It may also serve to focus these discussions on the
obligations of taxpayers rather than government entities.
When President Abraham Lincoln spoke of “…government of the people, by the people, for the people…,” he
was reminding us that, in our democratic republic, government does not rule over citizens or exist separately
from citizens. As such, what is often thought of or
proposed to be the responsibilities of government
should be actually be framed in terms of citizens’
responsibilities and priorities.
For example, is it the constitutional obligation of taxpayers in St. Francis to help pay for a landscaping club in
the Emporia School District? Are the citizens of Arkansas
City legally responsible to chip in for Shawnee Mission
to employ a staff architect? Most Kansans would
probably think these are the sole responsibilities of
residents within local districts but as things stand today
(in terms of what is to be funded in furtherance of the
educational interests of the State undefined) Kansans
across the state are basically on the hook for whatever a
local district wants to spend.
Government has no money of its own to spend; it
merely extracts taxes from citizens and redistributes it.
It is only logical to frame funding debates around the
impact on citizens rather than government.
In keeping with the thought that education is the
responsibility of citizens (rather than government), the
funding responsibility of various educational aspects can
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be divided into two categories: (1) those that are the
responsibility of all citizens, and (2) those that are the
sole responsibility of the residents within a particular
district.
These decisions will likely be some of the most volatile
and politically-charged, so it may be useful to begin the
process with determinations already reached by local
districts in their drug policies and other exclusionary
policies. As suggested above, if school districts can deny
students’ participation in certain activities simply
because they will not agree in advance to random drug
tests, such activities must not be part of a basic education that is the universal responsibility of all citizens.
Accordingly, those would be Category 2 functions and
be the responsibility of citizens within the local district.
All other functions might be Category 1, the universal
responsibility of citizens across Kansas.
There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to determine the
number of categories and the elements each should
contain. This example is provided to emphasize the
importance of making such clear distinctions so that
funding decisions can stand up to constitutional scrutiny. Until legislators clearly determine which educationrelated elements are not the universal responsibilities of
all citizens, it is likely that legislators will be held
accountable for anything that local school districts
unilaterally declare to be part of K-12 education.
Students or Institutions: Which is the Priority?
Here is another foundational decision that must be made:
shall we fund students or shall we fund institutions? The
current funding system clearly favors institutions over
students. It may not be intended as such, but consider:
• Some money is allocated on a per-student basis but
there is no way to ensure that even targeted money
actually gets to the intended student (and districts
fight efforts to do so).
• Districts receive extra money for having low enrollment or declining enrollment. That may help administrators and school boards retain their small status
but it may well work against the academic interests
of students. Kansas has ninety-four districts with
fewer than thirty students per grade-level.35 Students
in extremely small districts simply do not have access
to the same academic opportunities as those in larger
districts. This is not an argument for consolidation,
but for consolidation of outside-the-classroom
functions across districts lines. Funding mechanisms
that encourage extremely small districts also divert
money from other students.
• FTE enrollment increased by six percent over the last
twenty years, while districts added 16 percent more

10

teachers and 40 percent more non-teaching
positions.36 A large body of research shows that
nothing has a greater impact on student achievement
that having effective teachers in the classroom, yet
nothing in the Kansas school funding system
acknowledges this basic fact. To the contrary,
school districts are free to spend money on as many
administrators and other non-teaching positions as
they see fit.
Per-pupil formulas only serve to fund students if the
money can be easily traced to students. Currently, that is
not the case.
A conscious, public decision must be made on the issue
of funding students vs. institutions so that everyone
understands the funding priority. It may be politically
tempting to say students and institutions must both be
priorities, but that would only lead to compromises
detrimental to one or the other – and history tells us that
students will lose out. If students are the funding priority,
then no proposal can be entertained that is not in
students’ best interests.
Establishing firm priorities can be challenging but it is
also quite liberating. Measuring funding proposals
against priorities helps remove some of the politics that
have primarily driven past funding decisions. Instead of
‘horse-trading’ over balancing the interests of large and
small districts or urban / rural districts, such proposals
can be easily set aside when the focus is on funding
students instead of institutions.
State / Local funding mechanism
Since the courts37 and school districts generally disregard
the Legislature’s provision for school finance that is
transmitted by county treasurers ($1.352 billion in 2013
as shown in Table 4), legislators may want to consider
having the full amount of state provision be provided
through the state treasury.
There are several ways this could be accomplished,
depending upon other funding and related policy
decisions. One option would be to amend state law so
that state aid is calculated to include all property tax
collected for the support of public schools which does
not require affirmative citizen approval. Another option
would be to have all property tax collections transmitted
to the state instead of directly to school districts and be
dispersed through the state budget.
Legislators might also consider connecting the funding
of certain education elements with the constitutional
responsibility of citizens. Any element determined by
legislators to be the responsibility of all citizens could
be collected and funded through state authority. Any
element that is considered in full or part to be the
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optional choice of citizens within a particular district
could funded in the form of a local property tax that
requires affirmative adoption by local patrons.
For example, legislators could conduct research that
leads them to conclude it is the responsibility of all
citizens to provide a set amount per-pupil for administration or extracurricular activities; districts that wanted
to spend more on such elements could ask residents
within the district to pay an additional property tax to do
so. Some districts provide retirement benefits in addition
to KPERS (i.e., post-retirement health care or additional
pension benefits); this is an example of an expenditure
that could be considered the sole responsibility of
residents within districts choosing to provide these
additional benefits.
Full transparency; trust but verify
Currently, there is no way to verify the accuracy of
school spending because each school district operates
their own financial reporting system and sends data to
KSDE for compilation. KSDE and legislators have no
ability to access and verify results. KSDE knows the
amount of state and federal taxpayer dollars they send to
each district; they merely subtract those amounts from
total spending reported by districts to calculate the
amount reported as local expenditures.
There is evidence, however, that districts are not all
following state-mandated accounting procedures and
not accurately reporting their financial results. A recent
Legislative Post Audit efficiency study of the Kansas City,
Kansas school district said, “KSDE requires school
districts to report expenditures every year. Because the
Kansas City school district’s accounting system differs
significantly from KSDE’s reporting system, the district
has to adjust its data before reporting it to the state.
This is not uncommon for larger districts with unique
accounting systems. However, because the district’s
accounting manual does not include a procedure for
how to make these adjustments, its reporting is inconsistent and inaccurate. For example, although the district
reported $4.9 million in transportation expenditures to
KSDE, its internal accounting data showed $7.5 million.
Further, we noted the district does not accurately adjust
its supply and purchased services expenditures which
has led to inconsistent reporting to KSDE in these areas.”38
If the Legislature continues to allow each district to
operate their own accounting systems, districts should
be required to substantiate their reporting to KSDE with
independently audited financial statements. (Going to a
single state-provided system would save money, ensure
accurate reporting, and probably provide a better
reporting system for many districts.)

Districts should also be required to comply with and
report on the basis of Generally Accepted Accounting
Principles (GAAP) and the Government Accounting
Standards Board (GASB). Kansas statutes actually allow
school districts and other government entities to opt out
of GAAP requirements, and many do so.39 Requiring
school districts to comply with GAAP and GASB would
allow legislators and citizens to review complete
balance sheets, including the disclosure of unfunded
liabilities for pensions and Other Post- Employment
Benefits (OPEB).
A full list of bank accounts maintained by each school
district should also be required as part of the annual
audit. Legislators should also require school districts to
prominently post all financial reports on their web sites.
Legislators should also take steps to verify that the data
reported by KSDE is accurate and in accordance with
the Department of Education Accounting Manual. As
shown in Table 10, Central Services spending (Function
2500, which includes fiscal services, human resources,
planning, and administrative information technology,
etc.) was reclassified as Other Supplemental Services
beginning in 2009.
This violation of the KSDE Accounting Handbook was
brought to KSDE’s attention in August 2013. Deputy
Superintendent Dale Dennis agreed that that the money
inaccurately labeled as Other Supplemental Services
should be counted as part of administrative spending.40
KSDE has since re-mapped their Comparative
Performance & Fiscal System to properly reflect
spending as Central Services.
While the shift in internal reporting began in 2009,
district budget reports have historically only listed
amounts for General Administration and School
Administration; Central Services expenditures have been
included on a line labeled “Other Costs.” In response,
Mr. Dennis said, “Based upon your recommendation,
we intend to change the 2014-15 USD Budget

Table 10: Central Services Reported as
Other Supplemental Services
School
Year

Funct.2300
General
Admin.

2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012

123,423,690
121,217,311
122,418,350
129,244,329
132,945,595
110,206,499
107,607,409
114,339,117

Funct. 2400
School
Admin.

Funct. 2500
Central
Services

Funct. 2900
Other Suppl.
Services

Total

220,152,789 89,202,567
0 432,779,046
235,288,145 102,633,331
0 459,138,787
250,273,679 109,849,182
0 482,541,211
264,414,025 120,310,330
0 513,968,684
275,730,666
0 121,931,490 530,607,751
267,952,007
0 142,539,192 520,697,698
269,668,621
0 153,206,406 530,482,436
277,255,985
0 133,786,948 525,382,050

Source: KSDE Comparative Performance & Fiscal System
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document to separate the collection of expenditures for
2500-Central Services and 2900-Other Supplemental
Services on all funds.”41 Hopefully, the redesigned budget documents will make it clear than Central Services is
part of districts’ administrative spending.

Chapter 3. Get Schools Organized and
Operating in a Cost-Effective Manner
There should be no doubt that Kansas school districts
are not organized and operating in a cost-effective
manner. Every recent Legislative Post Audit study of the
subject, whether of districts in general or individual
school districts, has found multiple ways for districts to
operate more efficiently. LPA’s July 2009 study listed
eighty-two options for districts to save money in the
areas of district-level and school-level administration,
instruction and student support, operations and maintenance, student transportation, and food services.42
Expenditures on Instruction were not part of the audit.
Legislative Post Audit also released a study in 2010
that estimated $138.4 million in operating savings from
consolidating school districts with fewer than 1,600
students.43 Consolidation is a four-letter word in Kansas,
although the current total of 286 districts is a far cry
from 9,284 that existed in 1896.44 Kansans have
survived a great deal of consolidation over the years and
there may well be room for a bit more, especially given
academic limitations of extremely small districts.
As shown in Table 11, nearly half of Kansas school
districts have fewer than 500 students; 47.2 percent of
Kansas school districts account for only 8.6 percent of
student enrollment. Extremely small districts tend to

Number of
FTE
Districts Enrolled

Percent of Total
Districts Students

<500
500 to 999
1,000 to 1,999
2,000 to 4,999
5,000 to 14,999
Over 15,000

135
68
41
22
15
5

39,544
48,321
58,633
66,828
104,503
140,058

47.2%
23.8%
14.3%
7.7%
5.2%
1.7%

8.6%
10.6%
12.8%
14.6%
22.8%
30.6%

Totals

286

457,887

100.0%

100.0%

Consolidate outside-the-classroom functions across
district lines
An alternative to consolidating school districts is to consolidate outside-the-classroom functions across district
lines. This would achieve at least the same level of cost
savings and done properly, the savings over time would
be even greater because the focus is on all outside-theclassroom functions instead of just administration.
Attendance centers remain in place and concerns over
community identity are eliminated with this option.
While there is some degree of cost sharing among
districts today, districts essentially are organized as 286
corporate headquarters, each running their own systems
for payroll, accounting, purchasing, transportation,
IT, human resources, etc. Consolidating these outsidethe-classroom functions across district lines would
potentially make hundreds of millions of dollars in
efficiency savings available to classrooms.
District administrators and local school board members
may object, but that is another example of institutional
interests taking precedent over students’ interests. It
makes no difference to students whether such bureaucratic functions are managed regionally so long as the
same or better service is available to them. Students are
better off, however, when the cost of those functions is
reduced and the savings is used to increase academic
opportunities and reward effective teachers.
Citizens view this concept quite favorably. A SurveyUSA
poll conducted on behalf of Kansas Policy Institute
found that 65 percent of Kansans are in favor, while
only 28 percent are opposed.45 Support for this studentfocused approach is uniform across all party, ideological,
and geographic boundaries.

Table 11: 2013 Enrollment by District Size
Enrollment
Size

have much higher per-pupil costs but academic
opportunity is the greater concern.

There are already seven regional educational service
centers in Kansas that work with local districts.46 These
service centers could provide centralized purchasing,
warehousing, administrative support, accounting,
payroll, IT, human resources, transportation, and maintenance. Some functions such as accounting, payroll, and
IT could be provided at the state level, which would
also enhance reporting consistency.

Source: Kansas Department of Education

Table 12: Consolidation of Outside-the-Classroom Functions Across District Lines
Party Affiliation
Rep.
Dem.

500 Adults Polled
(Margin of Error: ±4.5%)

All

Stongly/somewhat agree
Strongly/somewhat disagree
Not sure

65%
28%
7%

62%
33%
4%

55%
44%
1%

Ind.

57%
39%
4%

Ideology
Cons.
Mod.

58%
38%
4%

62%
35%
3%

Region
Liberal Western Wichita
KS
Area

52%
48%
0%

52%
43%
5%

63%
25%
12%

K.C.
Area

63%
29%
7%

Eastern
KS

70%
25%
5%

Source: SurveyUSA poll conducted 10/23/12 through 10/25/12
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A review of school district checkbooks shows routine
purchases of less than $25 at office supply stores and
other retail outlets.47 Consolidating purchasing and
warehousing would significantly reduce pricing and also
provide oversight on the necessity of some purchases.
Some school districts have already found savings from
making better use of transportation systems. USD 259,
for example, was able to save $2.5 million (eliminating
the need for 72 buses) by altering the start and end of
the school day for six elementary schools and two early
childhood centers.48 Aside from changing bell times,
district officials said there would be no transportation
effect on those schools. Now imagine that exercise
being replicated across a larger region by logistics
experts without being restricted by district boundaries.
Further evidence of inefficient school operations
District administrators may well believe they are already
operating efficiently; that is not uncommon in business
or government when some spending adjustments have
been implemented. However, LPA efficiency studies and
the data indicate otherwise.
Table 13 shows that there are enormous per-pupil cost
disparities across districts of similar size. The magnitude
Table 13: 2012 Spending Per-Pupil by Enrollment Category
FTE
Enrolled

Stud./Staff
Support

Admin.

& Maint.

Operations
Trans.

Food
Service

Less than 500
Low
Median
High

58
487
1,806

727
1,606
3,555

466
1,254
2,566

299
676
2,052

410
712
1,304

500 to 999
Low
Median
High

129
669
2,675

889
1,232
3,343

473
1,149
1,738

194
512
1,050

280
603
792

1,000 to 1,999
Low
Median
High

319
690
3,124

692
1,085
1,614

396
1,030
1,577

59
419
1,147

375
557
789

2,000 to 4,999
Low
Median
High

312
816
2,136

610
1,025
1,708

266
884
1,561

179
408
1,224

415
529
611

5,000 to 14,999
Low
Median
High

432
937
2,164

744
1,065
1,487

725
834
1,117

199
371
1,048

407
463
690

over 15,000
Low
Median
High

882
1,140
1,479

927
1,136
1,287

758
811
1,640

287
344
566

437
452
574

Source: Kansas Department of Education, Comparative Performance & Fiscal
System; excluding capital outlay allocations to current operating costs.

of disparity between high and low spending declines as
enrollment increases but there are still very significant
differences. Some degree of fluctuation in costs across
districts is certainly understandable; districts with larger
territory to cover will have higher transportation costs
than others, for example. Still, these extreme variances
are further evidence that districts are not operating
efficiently.
In order to put these spending variances in perspective,
we calculated the amount that districts spent in excess
of the median cost by enrollment category. Table 14
shows the potential savings for multiple non-Instruction
categories by district enrollment category. The total
across all districts is $241.4 million. That calculation
does not include any potential savings in Instruction,
Capital Outlay, and Bond & Interest payments; it also
makes no allowance for potential savings in districts that
are spending at or below the median cost per-pupil
within their enrollment category.
The point is not that $241.4 million or any other exact
amount can be saved; it is that getting districts organized
and operating in a cost-effective manner has enormous
potential for redirecting money to the classroom. To the
extent more funding is desired in the classroom, students’
educational needs can be met without unnecessary tax
increases or reductions in funding for other government
services. Kansans certainly want good schools but they
should not be forced (by the courts, school districts, or
legislators) to spend more money than is necessary.
Privatization options
Outsourcing functions to the private sector is another
good option to provide the same or better service at a
better price, both within a school district or even the
consolidated operations of a regional service center.
Some districts already engage in various forms of
privatization, such as busing, food service, and security.
But much more is possible.
Table 14: Cost Variances Associated with
Spending Above Median (millions)

Student Spt.
Staff Spt.
Admin.
Operations
Trans.
Comm.
Food Svc.
Total

under
500

500999

1,000- 2,000- 5,000- over
1,999 4,999 14,999 15,000 Total

2.9
3.7
5.4
5.0
4.1
0.2
2.0

5.2
4.2
6.2
4.9
4.5
0.1
1.7

9.8
2.9
5.2
3.5
5.9
0.1
1.9

17.1 12.2
6.9
5.2
6.2
9.7
7.6
5.3
5.7
5.4
0.6
0.3
1.6
6.2

14.7
9.0
8.6
23.4
12.3
0.0
4.3

23.3

26.7

29.2

45.8 44.2

72.2 241.4

61.9
31.8
41.3
49.7
37.9
1.3
17.6

Source: Kansas Department of Education, Comparative Performance &
Fiscal System; excluding capital outlay allocations to current operating costs.
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The question to ask is, “What functions cannot be outsourced?” Teachers and principals quickly come to
mind, but why not building maintenance, custodial
services, back office functions, or even school nurses.
Government social service programs routinely outsource
health care through private companies and non-profits.
Why not schools?
As noted earlier, every dollar spent on a district employee causes more money to be allocated to the government
pension plan (KPERS) and makes less money available
elsewhere in the system. It is not uncommon to find
districts employing carpenters, plumbers, electricians,
locksmiths, carpet installers, and painters (even while
reducing teaching staff), often at above-market costs.49
If and when such work must be performed, outsourcing
it is another option to save money.
Outsourcing, however, should never be just about getting the lowest possible cost. Safeguards, including
pay-for-performance measures, should be part of every
privatization agreement. Additional recommendations
on this topic and examples of government privatization
efforts across the nation are available in a paper we coauthored with Reason Foundation entitled “Better Service,
Better Price: How privatization can streamline government, improve services, and reduce costs for Kansas.”50
There are many other options and opportunities for getting schools organized and operating in a cost-effective
manner. Those covered here are merely intended to
convey the tremendous potential for getting more
money into the classroom or otherwise addressing
school funding issues by making efficient use of the
$5.8 billion in taxpayer money already in the system.

14

Conclusion
Developing a new student-focused funding system for
public education will be very hard work. There will be
legitimate differences of opinion on what functions
should be considered the responsibility of all Kansas
citizens versus those that are unique to the patrons of
local districts. If history is any guide, attempts by
institutions to continue the favoring of their interests
over those of students will present even greater
challenges. But, citizens in general and elected officials
in particular should not allow controversy or political
promises to take precedent over doing what is in
students’ best interests.
There is no question that many students receive a fine
public education and go on to success in college or
career, but there is also no question that thousands of
students are left behind every year.51 Continuing to pour
money into the current broken system – whether
ordered to so by courts or by choice – will not close the
large achievement gaps that exist for students of color
and those from low-income families.
These large achievement gaps do not exist because
those students cannot learn, but because they do not
have equal access to educational opportunities. Kansas
has tried ‘throwing money at the problem’ and it has not
worked. Until elected officials and citizens support
implementation of student-focused funding and other
policy initiatives, they are tacitly choosing to place a
higher priority on institutional wants and perpetuate low
achievement for thousands of students.
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Appendix A – Adjusted Enrollment Formula
	
  

	
  

