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TO THE POINT 

• Long-standing budgetary and teacher-compensation practices are undermining 

policies intended to ensure funding equity between schools within the same districts. 

• In 11 of Ohio’s 14 largest districts, average teacher salaries are lower in schools with 

the highest concentration of students from low-income families than in schools with 

the fewest low-income students.

• Districts are not providing nearly as much additional money for instruction in the 

state’s highest poverty schools as state and federal policymakers intended to provide.

• Ohio should mandate school-level fi nancial reporting and implement a funding 

system that allocates resources to schools based on student needs.
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No Accounting for Fairness
Equitable Education Funding 

Remains Elusive in Ohio
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In Ohio, federal and state funds specifi cally 

intended to boost the achievement levels 

of students from low-income families 

often do not end up in the schools these 

students attend. Unless elected offi cials and 

educators squarely address this problem, 

Ohio is unlikely to close achievement gaps 

that separate low-income students from 

their more affl uent peers. A system that 

targets funds to schools enrolling students 

with extra needs would be a positive step 

toward the goal of equal opportunity.

© Copyright 2008 The Education Trust. All rights reserved. 
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 N
othing is more central to America’s commit-

ment to fairness than our public schools. Ohio 

has extended this commitment by investing 

signifi cant new resources in its highest pov-

erty school districts to ensure students in those districts 

receive extra help to overcome their disadvantages. These 

resources, along with improved policies regarding stan-

dards, accountability, and teacher quality, ought to help 

boost student achievement in the Buckeye State. 

But there is a problem: Some school districts aren’t 

following through on state efforts to target the money. 

Consequently, many students in Ohio schools with the 

highest poverty rates are not receiving the additional 

opportunities they need and deserve.

An examination of which schools receive the most 

money for teacher salaries from their districts fi nds that 

many high-poverty schools are not being treated fairly. 

This circumstance occurs when districts that receive extra 

federal and state dollars intended to benefi t poor children 

do not spend those funds in the schools with the greatest 

numbers of children living in poverty. As a result, teach-

ers in the highest poverty schools often are asked to do 

more with less, even though federal and state policymak-

ers intended that extra dollars would help such students. 

Even in cases in which high-poverty schools receive a 

little more than other schools for teacher salaries, the 

additional funding is so meager that it does not provide 

the extra help students need—and that state and federal 

policymakers have allocated for their benefi t.

Fair funding of schools is a serious issue. What’s at 

stake is whether hundreds of millions of dollars in public 

money intended to help low-income students actually is 

spent in the schools they attend. 

This report shares data on Ohio’s progress in educa-

tion funding and the challenges that remain. It shows, 

through an analysis of teacher salaries, how federal and 

state funds specifi cally intended to boost the achievement 

levels of students from low-income families often do not 

end up in the schools these students attend. This is not 

fair to students, and it is not fair to their teachers. Unless 

this problem is addressed, it will undermine federal and 

state policies that were established to ensure equitable 

education funding and will hobble Ohio’s effort to close 

achievement gaps that separate low-income students from 

their more affl uent peers.

KUDOS FOR PROGRESS, 
BUT HARD WORK REMAINS
Over the last decade, Ohio has made great progress in 

addressing disparities in resources across school districts. 

In 2000, districts with the highest concentrations of 

students living in poverty received slightly less state and 

local funding than their wealthier counterparts. By 2006 

(the most recent year for which data are available), Ohio 

districts with the highest poverty rates received $883 more 

per pupil in state and local funds than the districts with the 

lowest poverty rates.1 

One way Ohio targets resources toward funding equity 

is through the state’s Poverty-Based Assistance program. 

The program allocates approximately 20 percent in addi-

tional funding per student to major urban districts with 

high-poverty rates and almost 10 percent in additional 

funds per student to other urban and rural high-poverty 

districts. In total, Ohio appropriated nearly $460 million 

for this purpose in fi scal year 2008.2  

No Accounting for Fairness
Equitable Education Funding Remains Elusive in Ohio
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 Although $460 million may not represent enough addi-

tional funding to fully meet the needs of students in the 

highest poverty districts, the state is justifi ed in taking pride 

in this progress. Indeed, from 2000 to 2006, Ohio is one of 

only three states (the others are Maryland and Wyoming) 

that went from providing fewer funds to greater funds to 

their highest poverty school districts.

In addition to these extra state dollars, the federal 

government provides more than $1,500 per low-income 

student in Ohio through the Title I program (amounting to 

more than $490 million in 2007). It also adds more than 

$100 million per year in teacher-quality grants through Title 

II of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which is 

intended to address disparities in teacher quality in high-

poverty schools and districts.3 Given that spending in Ohio 

averages approximately $10,000 per student,4  these federal 

funds provide a boost of approximately 15 percent to edu-

cate students from low-income families, in addition to the 

extra funding the state provides. 

Taken together, these federal and state investments 

should provide signifi cant additional resources to educate 

students growing up in poverty. Research from across the 

country suggests, however, that school districts often redi-

rect funding intended to help low-income students in order 

to subsidize higher per-student spending in schools with 

more-affl uent students.5 We set out to determine whether 

this was happening in Ohio.

This problem of inequitable distribution of funding 

within school districts is just as important as inequitable 

funding between school districts, but it receives less atten-

tion. The reason? No one can say with certitude what hap-

pens to federal and state funds as school districts disburse 

them to individual schools because these dollars aren’t 

reported discretely at the school level. 

A 2007 audit and improvement blueprint completed by 

the consulting fi rm McKinsey & Company concluded that 

“[a]lmost no usable fi scal data exists on Ohio’s schools 

because there is very little statewide standardization of 

school-level fi scal data entry. Districts are free to set their 

own accounting standards when they enter data on school 

expenditures.”6

One area in which reliable fi nancial data are available is 

expenditures on teacher salaries at the school level. Unfor-

tunately, an analysis of these data suggests that something 

is wrong in the way funds move from school districts to 

individual schools in Ohio. 

LOW-PAID TEACHERS ARE CONCENTRATED 
IN HIGH-POVERTY SCHOOLS
Comparing average teacher salaries between high-poverty 

and low-poverty schools is one important way of determin-

ing whether resource equity exists. In elementary schools in 

Table 1: Gaps in Average Teacher Salaries Between the Highest Poverty and Lowest Poverty Elementary Schools 
(Ohio’s 14 largest districts for the 2007-08 school year)

School district
Average teacher salary in elementary schools 

serving the most low-income students
Average teacher salary in elementary schools 

serving the fewest low-income students Salary gap*

Akron $59,783 $64,702 -$4,919

Canton $50,651 $57,047 -$6,397

Cincinnati $61,243 $63,880 -$2,637

Cleveland $63,523 $63,727 -$204

Columbus $61,600 $63,109 -$1,509

Dayton $51,760 $53,007 -$1,247

Dublin $64,213 $63,340 $873

Hilliard $61,719 $64,430 -$2,711

Lakota $55,735 $54,041 $1,695

Olentangy $50,033 $56,279 -$6,246

Parma $63,329 $59,652 $3,677

South-Western $57,480 $59,119 -$1,639

Toledo $50,345 $53,779 -$3,435

Westerville $60,218 $67,394 -$7,176
* A negative number indicates that the average teacher salary in the highest poverty elementary schools 

was lower than the average teacher salary in the lowest poverty elementary schools.
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Ohio and elsewhere, teacher salaries constitute 80 per-

cent to 90 percent of instructional expenditures.7 Because 

teacher salaries account for such a large proportion of over-

all expenditures, inequities in teacher salaries may signal 

larger problems in school funding. 

Among Ohio’s 14 largest districts, only three—Dublin, 

Lakota, and Parma—had higher average teacher salaries in 

their highest poverty elementary schools in the 2007-08 

school year (see Table 1 on page 4). In contrast, teachers 

in the highest poverty elementary schools in Akron earned 

an average of $4,919 less than their counterparts in the 

city’s elementary schools that serve the fewest low-income 

students. And in Dayton, the comparable fi gure was $1,247 

less for teachers in the highest poverty elementary schools.

In fact, in 11 of the 14 largest districts in Ohio, the aver-

age teacher salary was lower in the schools with the highest 

concentration of students from low-income families than in 

schools within the same district with the fewest low-income 

students. (The adjacent sidebar and Table 2 detail the meth-

odology and average percentage of low-income students in 

the districts’ highest and lowest poverty schools.8)   

How does this happen? As teachers accrue experience 

and credentials, they generally earn higher pay and greater 

ability to choose where they teach. Higher paid veteran 

teachers often choose to teach in schools with more-affl u-

ent students, perhaps believing these schools pose fewer 

diffi cult challenges. When these teachers move to such 

schools, their larger salaries follow them, and the positions 

they vacate in high-poverty schools most often are fi lled 

with less experienced—and thus lower paid—teachers.

Because school district accounting practices do not 

charge individual school budgets for differences in teacher 

salaries (schools typically are allocated staff positions, not 

staff budgets), this allows schools serving more affl uent 

neighborhoods to employ a disproportionate share of the 

highest paid teachers, without regard to budgetary implica-

tions. Consequently, the district spends more per teacher in 

more affl uent schools than in high-poverty schools, leaving 

such schools with a disproportionate share of the district’s 

lowest paid teachers. 

COMPENSATING BY REDUCING CLASS SIZE?
One way some districts address the budgetary implica-

tions of placing disproportionate numbers of the lowest 

paid (often novice) teachers in the highest poverty schools 

is to place more teachers in these schools—a practice that 

Ohio’s Poorest Students Attend Classes 
In Their Districts' Highest Poverty Schools

Table 2 below shows the concentration of elementary school 
students from low-income families in each of Ohio’s 14 largest 
school districts, as measured by the percentage of students 
whose family incomes are below the poverty line, as reported 
in the district’s Title I application. The middle column shows 
the average percentage of low-income students enrolled in 
the poorest quartile of each district’s highest poverty elemen-
tary schools; the last column shows the average percentage 
of low-income students attending schools in the most affl uent 
quartile of schools. Quartiles contain approximately the same 
number of students. 

Table 2: Percentage of Low-Income Students in the 
Highest Poverty and Lowest Poverty Elementary Schools  

School district

Percentage of low-
income elementary 
school students in 
the district’s highest 
poverty schools 

Percentage of low-
income elementary 
school students in 
the district’s lowest 
poverty schools 

Akron 93% 45%

Canton 93% 57%

Cincinnati 95% 46%

Cleveland 96% 77%

Columbus 95% 57%

Dayton 84% 56%

Dublin 30% 1%

Hilliard 32% 8%

Lakota 21% 7%

Olentangy 14% 1%

Parma 46% 24%

South-Western 73% 26%

Toledo 96% 46%

Westerville 47% 9%

can have the effect of lowering class sizes. Placing a greater 

number of lower paid teachers in the highest poverty 

schools allows a district to spend as much or more on total 

salaries in such schools as in more affl uent schools. 

Table 3 on page 6 shows that, indeed, nine of the 14 dis-

tricts have lower average class sizes in their highest poverty 

schools than in their lowest poverty schools, though the dif-

ferences often are so small they are unlikely to make much 

difference.9 Five school districts (Cleveland, Cincinnati, 

Olentangy, Lakota and Parma) have slightly higher class 

sizes in the highest poverty schools. 
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Improving the student-teacher ratio can make school 

budgets look a little fairer, but it certainly doesn’t help the 

children much. Only Hilliard and Westerville come close 

to reducing class size signifi cantly—that is, by fi ve or more 

students per teacher. Most districts have reduced student-

teacher ratios only by one or two students per teacher. 

Some schools also serve larger percentages of students 

with disabilities, which should reduce student-teacher 

ratios. (The table in Appendix A on page 10 shows the gap 

between the districts’ highest and lowest poverty schools in 

the average percentage of disabled students.)

Reducing class size remains popular, at least in part 

because it just seems to make sense that if teachers have 

fewer students, then they can be a lot more effective. But the 

research on this issue does not suggest that minor reduc-

tions in class size produce higher student achievement. 

Indeed, research suggests that other interventions may 

be more effective in helping teachers and students.10 It is 

important for policymakers and parents alike to understand 

the research regarding the use of class-size reduction as a 

strategy to improve achievement and close gaps between 

groups because there are signifi cant trade-offs to consider. 

(The sidebar on page 8 addresses this issue.)

EXAMINING SALARY DOLLARS PER STUDENT
Examining the differences in average teacher salaries or 

class sizes are two ways to gauge a district’s commitment 

to educational equity. But the big question is how these 

factors add up in examining the amount of money spent on 

teacher salaries per student. Table 4 on page 7 shows that 

districts are not providing nearly as much additional money 

for instruction in the state’s highest poverty schools as state 

and federal policymakers intended. 

Some districts actually are spending less per pupil in their 

highest poverty schools, even though their low-income 

Table 3: Difference in Class Size Between the Highest Poverty 
and Lowest Poverty Elementary Schools 

School district Class-size differential *

Akron -1.68

Canton -2.87

Cincinnati 0.27

Cleveland 0.53

Columbus -0.85

Dayton -0.11

Dublin -1.60

Hilliard -4.55

Lakota 0.24

Olentangy 0.04

Parma 0.26

South-Western -1.87

Toledo -2.32

Westerville -4.61

* A positive number indicates a greater number of students per teacher in the 
district’s highest poverty elementary schools.

students generate the most money from state and federal 

sources. In fact, four of the 14 districts (Cleveland, Cincin-

nati, Dayton, and Olentangy) have lower average teacher 

salaries and lower per-pupil spending on teacher salaries in 

their highest poverty schools. 

Even in the districts that are spending slightly more per 

pupil on teacher salaries in their highest poverty schools, 

the additional amounts are minimal and do not come close 

to providing the extra per-pupil allocations envisioned or 

allowed in federal and state programs. For instance, Toledo 

spends an additional $340 per pupil on teacher salaries in 

its highest poverty schools, a fi gure that represents much 

less than the supplemental funding from federal and state 

sources that its low-income students generate. Given Tole-

do’s average per-student expenditure of more than $11,000 

per student, an additional $340 in teacher salaries repre-

sents less than 3 percent in additional funds in the highest 

poverty schools. Even considering only what Toledo reports 

as “instructional expenses,” the extra $340 in per-student 

expenditures in high-poverty schools represents only about 5 

percent in additional funding in those schools.11 

No clear pattern exists in per-pupil spending on salaries 

related to district size or locale: Some of the suburban dis-

tricts have the biggest gaps, while others spend the most in 

additional salary dollars in their highest poverty schools; the 

Ohio school districts are not 
providing nearly as much 
additional money for instruction 
to the state’s highest poverty 
schools as state and federal 
policymakers intended. 
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Table 4: Differences in Per-Pupil Spending 

School district

Difference in per-pupil spending 
on teacher salaries between 
highest poverty and lowest poverty 
elementary schools* 

Akron $168

Canton $56

Cincinnati -$182

Cleveland -$227

Columbus $23

Dayton -$50

Dublin $484

Hilliard $447

Lakota $15

Olentangy -$346

Parma $183

South-Western $203

Toledo $340

Westerville $559

* A negative number indicates that per-pupil spending on teacher salaries is lower in 
the highest poverty elementary schools.

same is true for large, urban districts. For example:

• Four districts (Cleveland, Cincinnati, Dayton, and 

Olentangy) do not even spend as much per student 

on teacher salaries in their highest poverty elementary 

schools as they do in their lowest poverty elementary 

schools; Olentangy spends signifi cantly less.

• Canton, Columbus, and Lakota are spending almost 

the same on teacher salaries on a per-student basis in 

their highest poverty and lowest poverty elementary 

schools.

• Dublin, Hilliard, and Westerville each spend more 

than $400 more per student on teacher salaries in 

their highest poverty elementary schools. 

These disparities in per-pupil spending on teacher sala-

ries can have a big impact on a school’s budget. Consider, 

for example, the circumstances of Clark Elementary school 

in Cleveland. Ninety-eight percent of the 579 students 

come from low-income families. The district spends $3,621 

per pupil in teacher salaries at Clark Elementary,12 which is 

$978 less than the average per-pupil expenditure in teacher 

salaries in the city's elementary schools serving the few-

est low-income students.13 If Cleveland were to allocate 

the same per-pupil funding to teacher salaries at Clark 

Elementary as it does in the city’s lowest poverty elemen-

tary schools, Clark Elementary would receive more than 

$566,250 more per year—money that could go a long way to 

improving the quality of instruction in the school.14  

Of course, school districts might be targeting addi-

tional resources to high-poverty schools in ways that are 

not refl ected in the salaries of teachers and other profes-

sional staff. For instance, some schools might be providing 

additional after-school learning time or other supplemen-

tal services. However, meticulous studies conducted in 

school districts across the country by Marguerite Roza at 

the Center for Reinventing Public Education suggests that 

this is unlikely to be the case. Indeed, most school districts 

not only spend less on teacher salaries in their high-poverty 

schools, but they also spend less of their special program 

funds and other discretionary resources in their highest 

poverty schools.15  

The Ohio data raise serious concerns about the use of 

funds specifi cally appropriated to supplement the oppor-

tunities provided to students from low-income families. 

Clearly, because school districts are diluting the benefi ts 

intended by federal and state policymakers, students in 

Ohio’s highest poverty schools are not receiving the addi-

tional opportunities they need and deserve. 

SCHOOLS NEED FUNDING EQUITY 
AND GREATER FLEXIBILITY
Common sense tells us that schools will require extra 

resources if we expect them to educate children from low-

income families to the same high standards and achieve-

ment levels as their more affl uent peers. Extra resources for 

high-poverty schools that are built into federal and state 

budgets, however, are not fi nding their way to the highest 

poverty schools—at least not according to teacher-salary 

allocations.

Of course, spending money wisely and focusing 

resources in ways that will get the most educational bang 

for the buck are just as important as how much money 

is spent. Right now, an individual school typically has 

little discretion or control over how money is spent in 

that school—and this should change. For example, most 

districts tell schools how many teachers they can hire, and 

those teachers are paid by formula. A school with a mostly 

junior staff does not receive any additional money for these 

teachers’ induction and professional development. Like-

wise, a principal or school leadership team cannot decide to 

invest more in curriculum and diagnostic support materials 

and less in veteran teachers, because school district budgets 

do not allow for these kinds of trade-offs.
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Good school leaders focus on recruiting and keeping 

strong teachers, because the research is clear that nothing 

in a school matters more. Yet state and district policies do 

not allow principals to work with teachers in their own 

schools to make different choices. For one thing, Ohio 

requires school districts to have a single-salary schedule for 

all teachers, with lock-step increases based on experience.16 

This does not allow a school to pay a teacher more if that 

teacher’s skills are scarce (such as a background in math 

or science) or if the teacher is especially effective. Instead, 

schools are forced to pay teachers higher salaries based 

on a rigid scale that looks only at longevity and graduate 

degrees, which sometimes correlate with better teaching 

and sometimes do not.17 

School districts exacerbate the limitations of the single-

salary schedule by allocating teaching and other staff 

positions to schools, rather than telling schools how much 

money they have to spend and letting the schools decide 

on the most important areas for additional investment. 

This provides incentives for every principal to hire the most 

experienced and most expensive teachers without regard to 

the budgetary implications. That’s because even if principals 

have mostly junior teachers who need more help and sup-

port, their schools do not receive additional funds from the 

district. Moreover, school leadership teams cannot consider 

trade-offs between teacher salaries and other ways of spend-

ing money to support teaching and learning. 

For example, principals cannot decide to hire fewer sup-

port staff and more teachers (as is typical in charter schools 

and private schools).18 In traditional public schools, prin-

cipals who do not hire the most expensive teachers they 

can simply lose that funding to other schools with more 

expensive teachers. We need to empower innovation among 

school leaders (principals and teachers) to better utilize 

scarce resources, but right now there is little control and no 

incentive at the school level even to explore the possibilities 

for reform. 

School districts need to create innovative compensation 

practices based on the challenges teachers accept and the 

contributions they make (or allow schools to innovate in 

these ways). Freed of the constraints of a lock-step teacher-

salary system, a shrewd principal might choose to provide 

signifi cant retention bonuses to the most effective new 

teachers (research, in fact, suggests that some new teach-

ers are remarkably effective), while the leadership team at 

another school might choose to employ more faculty with 

lower average salaries and use the resources this frees to 

support the professional development of those teachers 

and extended learning time for the students. Such practices 

are not possible given current restrictions on how districts 

allocate money to schools.

signifi cant retention bonuses to the most effective new 

teachers (research, in fact, suggests that some new teach-

ers are remarkably effective ), while the leadership team 

at another school might choose to employ more faculty 

with lower average salaries, using the resources this frees 

to support the professional development of those teachers 

and extended learning time for the students. Such practices 

are not possible given current restrictions on how districts 

allocate money to schools.

The Class-Size Reduction Controversy

Some of Ohio’s 14 largest school districts have used federal 
and state funds to reduce class sizes. In fact, many of the 
districts have spent considerable portions of the funds avail-
able to them under the state’s Poverty-Based Assistance 
program to reduce class sizes (see Table 3 on page 6). But is 
this investment a wise use of limited resources? 

The best known research on class-size reduction comes 
from the Tennessee Student-Teacher Achievement Ratio 
(Tennessee Project STAR). Researchers found that class-size 
reduction had some small positive effects. However, these 
efforts were aimed at the early grades (K-3), and classes 
of 13-17 students were compared with classes of 21-25 
students—a much more substantial reduction than Ohio’s 14 
largest districts have implemented. 

Other research shows that improving the quality of teach-
ers and teaching is a far better strategy to yield improved stu-
dent achievement, particularly for low-performing students. 
According to data from a North Carolina study, employing 
teachers with strong credentials can have eight times the 
impact of reducing class size by fi ve students.†  

Further, recent data on class size in four countries, 
including the United States, suggest that teachers do not 
change their approach to instruction in response to class-
size reductions—underscoring a need to focus on the quality 
of the instructor and instruction, rather than the number of 
students.‡ 

Finally, researchers recently released an analysis of the 
long-term effects of class-size reductions in Tennessee. They 
found that reducing class size was not an effective policy 
for reducing achievement gaps; the benefi ts of class-size 
reduction were stronger for already high-achieving students 
and not as helpful for low-achieving students.* It seems most 
sensible, then, to put the money where the benefi t lies and 
invest wisely in improving the effectiveness of teachers, 
particularly those assigned to teach students in the highest 
poverty schools.

†  Charles T. Clotfelter, Helen F. Ladd, and Jacob L. Vigdor, “Teacher Credentials and Student 
Achievement in High School: A Cross-Subject Analysis with Student Fixed Effects,” 
Working Paper 11, National Center for Analysis of Longitudinal Data in Education Research 
(2007). Available at www.caldercenter.org/PDF/1001104_Teacher_Credentials_HighSchool.pdf.

‡  Adam Gamoran, quoted in Greg Toppo, “Size alone makes small classes better for kids,” 
USA Today, March 24, 2008. Available at www.usatoday.com/news/education/2008-03-24-small-
classes_N.htm.

*  Spyros Konstantopoulos, “Do Small Classes Reduce the Achievement Gap between Low 
and High Achievers? Evidence from Project STAR,” Elementary School Journal (March 
2008). Available at www.journals.uchicago.edu/toc/esj/2008/108/4.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
In addition to completing the job of ensuring that all high-

poverty districts have the extra resources they need to edu-

cate their children to high standards, Ohio should adopt 

two complementary strategies to promote funding equity at 

the school level. First, districts should be required to report 

school-level expenses to the state. And second, the state 

should enlist school districts as partners in pursuing fi scal 

equity, moving as rapidly as possible to allocate resources 

to schools based upon student need. 

Mandate school-level fi nancial reporting. 
Accuracy and consistency in school-level budget reports is 

essential if Ohio is to assess the effectiveness of funding-

equity policies. School districts now have discretion in the 

ways they account for various expenses, and they are not 

required to report school-level data to the state. The lack of 

consistent and transparent accounting for expenses at the 

school level means that policymakers and the public are in 

the dark when it comes to assessing the impact of efforts 

to target resources to specifi c students and schools. The 

school funding subcommittee of the Ohio State Board of 

Education recently recognized this when it called for “more 

rigorous accounting at the building level” as a cornerstone 

for better school-funding policies.20 Common accounting 

defi nitions and templates as well as reporting require-

ments would enable the state to assess whether districts and 

schools are targeting funds effectively to the students with 

the greatest needs.

Implement “fair” student funding. 
Ohio should ensure that funds allocated to individual 

schools align with identifi ed student needs in the same 

ways the state has targeted its funding to districts. Imple-

menting a system of student-based funding, in which 

students with extra needs (such as English Language Learn-

ers or students with disabilities) are “weighted” a little 

more heavily in the funding formula, at least would ensure 

that fi scal resources are commensurate with the goal of 

equal opportunity. It is important to recognize that fund-

ing equity at the school level is necessary to ensure fair-

ness, though clearly not suffi cient to improve educational 

outcomes. But as the Ohio State Board of Education has 

noted, “If building-based budgets—including the amounts 

paid specifi cally for the teachers in those buildings—are 

not developed based on the needs of the students in those 

buildings, students with greater needs are likely to be 

neglected.”21 

How would this work in practice? Under a student-based 

funding system, a district would send funds to schools 

based on the characteristics of the children each school 

serves. Students with certain characteristics (for example, 

low-income, English Language Learner, special education, 

or gifted students) would be weighted more heavily. This 

means that a school that serves more English Language 

Learners, for example, would receive additional funding for 

each of those students. Funding, in other words, would fol-

low the child to ensure that an individual school received 

funding that refl ected the needs of its students.22  

Moving to fairness in school-level funding will require 

sensitivity to the schools, communities, and teachers 

involved, and at least two important safeguards could help 

foster smooth implementation.

• First, there should be a phase-in period to ensure that 

there are not sudden changes in any school’s budget.

• Second, current teachers should be assured that they 

can continue to teach in their current schools. In addi-

tion, school budgets should be bolstered to support 

the existing faculty and staff, at least for a few years. 

The combination of naturally occurring retirement 

and job switching will create opportunities to balance 

budgets between schools without any transfers or cuts.

Ohio state law requiring a single, lock-step salary sched-

ule also should be reexamined, for it unwittingly may be 

stifl ing innovation. School districts need to explore new 

budgeting mechanisms and innovative compensation sys-

tems, and state law should not get in the way. 

Even with a prudent phase-in period, principals will 

need help in being more strategic with their budgets. How 

money is spent matters a lot in terms of school effective-

As Ohio continues to seek new 
and better ways to fund its 
schools, fair funding for high-
poverty schools deserves to be 
placed atop the agenda.
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ness, but current policies severely limit principals’ author-

ity to customize their spending based on the needs of the 

adults and children in their schools.

To get the intended benefi t from these proposed 

changes, principals will need professional development and 

technical support. These recommendations will demand a 

greater degree of budget savvy from principals, which will 

have implications for how they are trained, evaluated, and 

supported. But just because this hasn’t been the norm in 

public education does not mean it’s a bad idea: Virtually 

every other institution, private and public alike, operates in 

a world of limited resources in which competing priorities 

must be balanced.

 School districts should not wait for the state to force 

them to adopt fair student funding.  They can move on 

these ideas even before legislative action. Instead of simply 

allowing teacher salaries to drive school allocations, such 

allocations should refl ect the weighting of student needs 

similar to those embedded in federal and state laws such as 

Title I and Ohio’s Poverty-Based Assistance program.

If these supplements are inadequate to fully address the 

additional needs of students from low-income families, 

districts may need to target additional resources to these 

students. By targeting its own resources, a district may be 

able to strengthen its case for additional education funding 

from federal and state sources. 

CONCLUSION 
Ohio’s students and families deserve funding practices that 

refl ect the state’s twin commitments to equity and excel-

lence. At the moment, however, long-standing budgetary 

and teacher-compensation practices are undermining poli-

cies that were intended to ensure funding equity between 

schools within the same districts. Some districts spend 

more on teachers in their highest poverty schools; others 

spend less—and almost no districts spend the additional 

funds on teaching low-income students as would be 

expected if districts targeted funds consistent with federal 

and state funding allocations.

This problem has been noted by other advocates and has 

been acknowledged by the Ohio Board of Education—yet 

nothing has been done to address it. As Ohio continues to 

seek new and better ways to fund its schools, fair funding 

for high-poverty schools deserves to be placed atop the 

agenda. Political leaders have done so. Education leaders 

need to join them.

The data indicate that students 
with disabilities are dispropor-
tionately likely to attend the 
highest poverty schools in a 
district. Another interpretation 
of these fi gures could be that 
some districts are identifying too 
many low-income students as 
disabled. However, the reality is 
that school staff have identifi ed 
educational needs that must be 
addressed. Moreover, schools 
have been allocated additional 
funds for these purposes, and 
this should be refl ected in higher 
spending in the schools these 
students attend.

Appendix A:  Gaps in Average Percentage of Students With Disabilities

School District

Average percentage of students 
with disabilities in the district's 
highest poverty schools

Average percentage of students 
with disabilities in the district's 
lowest poverty schools

Disability Gap*

Akron 20.1 13.1 7.0

Canton 18.1 10.7 7.3

Cincinnati 23.1 16.0 7.1

Cleveland 21.7 17.0 4.8

Columbus 14.0 12.0 2.0

Dayton 19.4 18.7 0.6

Dublin 10.4 9.3 1.1

Hilliard 12.3 11.1 1.2

Lakota 8.6 9.3 -0.7

Olentangy 11.9 10.5 1.5

Parma 18.8 21.0 -2.2

South-Western 12.1 12.0 0.1

Toledo 18.0 14.4 3.7

Westerville 14.9 8.6 6.3
* A positive number indicates a greater percentage of students with disabilities in the district's highest poverty elementary schools.
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