Public School Finance-Fall 2015
Course Description
State and federal directives on school finance and educational equity; economic principles and national income
measures related to public education; calculation of property taxes and bond issues; local, state, and federal methods of
financing public education; overview of cost efficiency and effectiveness measures; investments; the basic accounting
structure of state and local governments; and the budget system and comprehensive annual reports used by school
districts in New Jersey.
Required Texts
Baker, B.D., Green, P.C., Richards, C.E. (2008) Financing Education Systems. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill/Prentice-Hall,
448 pages (provided as PDF online)
Financial Accounting for Local and State School Systems. 2009 Edition. National Center for Education Statistics.
http://www.nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2009325
Other Major Readings
Coley, R., Baker, B.D. (2013) Poverty and Education: Finding the Way Forward. ETS Center for Research on Human
Capital and Education. Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service
http://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf
Baker, B.D. (2014) America’s Most Financially Disadvantaged School Districts and How They Got That Way. Washington,
DC: Center for American Progress. http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/07/BakerSchoolDistricts.pdf
Baker, B.D., Corcoran, S.P.(2012) The Stealth Inequalities of School Funding: How Local Tax Systems and State Aid
Formulas Undermine Equality. Washington, DC. Center for American Progress. http://www.americanprogress.org/wpcontent/uploads/2012/09/StealthInequities.pdf
Baker, B.D. (2012) Revisiting the Age Old Question: Does Money Matter in Education. Shanker Institute.
http://www.shankerinstitute.org/images/doesmoneymatter_final.pdf
Baker, B.D., Welner, K.G. (2011) Productivity Research, the U.S. Department of Education, and High-Quality Evidence.
Boulder, CO: National Education Policy Center. Retrieved [date] from http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/productivityresearch.
Objective
The objective of this course is to provide students with an overview of the topic of school finance, from state and federal
finance policies to local decision making regarding the allocation of fiscal and human resources.
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY
Please read Rutgers University policy on academic integrity at:
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/integrity.shtml

Assignments
In this class there are three major assignments to be completed. Each takes the form of a policy brief (10 pages).
Assignments are to be handed in on the assigned due date unless otherwise noted in class. Late assignments and other
exceptions will be handled on an individual basis at the discretion of the instructor. Each assignment for this class may
be completed in collaboration with one other student, but no two assignments are to be done in the same pairings
unless permission is granted. Any/all assignments may be submitted electronically by e-mail to
stephen.coffin@gse.rutgers.edu.
Grading Weight
Component 1 = 30%
Component 2 = 30%
Component 3 = 30%
Final Compilation = 10%
Also, these three major assignments compiled make up your Demonstration Task for this course which, when
completed, will be uploaded to the course SAKAI site, which will be used only for this purpose (Demonstration Task
loading and rating). https://sakai.rutgers.edu/portal
Component 1: State School Finance Policy & School District Revenues
Goal(s):
A. Understand and interpret school district revenues and state aid formulas
B. Understand and analyze school district equity, as provided through state aid formulas
Description:
By this point in the course you’ve been introduced to conceptual frameworks for understanding equity and adequacy in
school finance and you’ve been introduced to some technical tools for evaluating state school finance policies. Note that
I do not assume that you are now an expert in these topics or that you fully grasp how each conceptual frame or
technical tool applies to the complexities of individual state’s school finance systems. That’s why we practice these
analyses. This assignment is about practicing evaluating and analyzing state school finance formulas, the overall patterns
of resources yielded by these formulas across public school districts and, determining the local impact of such formulas
and determining the extent to which the formulas achieve equity and adequacy objectives.
In the past few years, in this region we have been presented with a unique opportunity. Both Pennsylvania and New
Jersey have adopted new state school finance formulas that represent dramatic overhauls of prior policies. For this
assignment, you will work with one other person in the class. You will need to explore thoroughly the two web sites
provided below which explain the two new formulas and provide data on the impact of those formulas on individual
school districts. In addition, I will provide you with data on current spending per pupil across all districts in both states
from years prior to the reforms and simulated formula revenue per pupil under the new plans.
Your goal will be to evaluate (a) whether the design of the formulas “makes sense” as written, (b) whether the increases
or decreases to aid, based on current resource levels and district characteristics make sense and (c) whether the new
formula represents an overall step forward or backwards on equity and/or adequacy. You are expected to use data in
your analyses.
Work Product: 5 to 10 page policy brief (with 1 page exec summary)

Components of Work Product
·

Overview of conditions leading to reform
o Overview of the reforms as written/explained by NJDOE and PADE Ex Ante critique of reforms
(evaluating reforms as written/explained) Try to set up a table of typical cost factors as discussed in
Baker (2005) and in Duncombe and Yinger (2008), with the cost factor types down the side, and each
state as a column. Then, list how each state attempts to address each “cost” factor. Perhaps include two
columns under each state - one for what the state actually does, and another for your
comments/reflections on whether the state approach is consistent with the literature.

·

Ex Post critique of reforms (data analysis of effects of reforms)
o One approach for you to take here is to randomly select about 10 to 20 districts of varied
characteristics from each state -or even try to pick districts varied within the states, but with a
partner/matched district in the other state. Then, identify the “adequacy target” aid for each district in
your lists (PA and NJ). You might then do such things as graph the relationship between district poverty
rate and adequacy target for each state. (be sure to pick districts that range in important cost factors
like poverty and ELL concentrations). You might then compare the relative progressiveness/
regressiveness of the new PA policies and the old ones. You should also be able to find on the state
department web sites whether the districts you are evaluating are receiving aid increases or decreases.
You can compare which districts in each state are receiving increases/decreases. Be careful not to focus
on % increase in state aid figures. Focus on increase in state aid per pupil (districts with the lowest state
aid share will typically have the highest % increase in state aid, which will look “bad.” But, it’s usually a
trivial amount).

·

Recommendations
o Because this has been a generally active few years in state school finance systems, you can choose
among states other than Pennsylvania for your comparison to New Jersey. In fact, if you currently work
in New York or Pennsylvania, you can use that as your base state and compare against a state other than
New Jersey. Links to some logical candidates are listed below.

Component 2: Understanding and Evaluating Equity in Within District Resource Allocation across Schools
Goal(s):
A. Understand and analyze school level equity, as provided through district budget allocation mechanisms
Description:
For this option you will be provided with school site data on personnel spending per pupil across elementary schools in a
handful of large New Jersey school districts. You will also be provided with information on a school site budgeting
reform recently implemented in New York City known as Fair Student Funding. 1 The goal of this option is to determine
whether implementing a weighted student funding strategy like FSF could lead to substantive improvements in resource
allocation across schools within your selected districts. As part of completing this assignment, please attempt to model
your allocation formula across schools. Show how much each school would receive and the basis (calculations) for the
amounts.
Work Product: 5 to 10 page policy brief (with 1 page exec summary) and 15 to 20 minute presentation

Components of Work Product
1.

Overview of current conditions across schools in districts provided

2.

Overview of Fair Student Funding as implemented in NYC
a.

Discussion of relevant literature

b.

Discussion of reform rationale

c.

Discussion of design of FSF

d.

Discussion of implementation issues

3.

Analysis/critique of usefulness of FSF for reforming your district(s)

4.

Proposals for your district(s) with examples

Component 3: Understanding and Evaluating Equity and Efficiency in Fiscal and Human Resource Allocation within
Schools
Goal(s):
A. Understand and analyze school level resource allocations in relation to literature on efficient use of those
resources
Description:
Numerous questions remain among researchers as well as practitioners regarding the best ways for school districts to
allocate their resources. Many pundits have proposed silver bullet solutions – like allocating at least 65% of funds to
“instruction.” Interestingly, the best empirical research on this particular topic suggests that there is little or no
relationship between allocating larger budget shares to “instruction” and improved outcomes. As such, it continues to
be important to explore, through many methods the differences and similarities in resource allocation patterns across
school districts.
For this analysis, you will be provided two types of data on individual schools within New Jersey. The first types of data
are school-site expenditure data from school district Annual Financial Reports. These data are organized around typical
accounting classifications of financial information in schools. That is, the data consist of expended funds on specific
“objects” and “programs” within the typical fund accounting structure. Along with your financial data, I will provide data
on the school enrollments and other relevant demographic information. The second type of data you will be provided
are detailed data on the certified staff in each school, including degree levels, experience levels, salaries and specific
teaching/administrative assignments held.
You will be provided data on schools that have been identified by statistical models as (a) producing higher than
expected state assessment outcomes over a three year period, and (b) producing lower than expected state assessment
outcomes over a three year period. Your goal will be to determine whether there are any substantive differences in
either the fiscal resource allocations or human resource allocations between higher and lower performing schools. As
with the other two components, you will be preparing a policy brief and short presentation.
Work Product: 5 to 10 page policy brief (with 1 page exec summary) and 15 to 20 minute presentation

Key Components of Work Product
1.

Overview of literature on financial resource allocation

2.

Description (with data) of your more and less efficient districts

3.

Comparisons of major spending categories

4.

Conclusions/policy implications

WEEK 1 – 2: Exploring the relationship between schooling organization, geography, demography and school finance
WEEK 3 – 4: From concepts of equity to their application in state school finance formulas
Lecture Slides
WEEK 5 – 6: The political and legal context of educational equity, adequacy and reform
WEEK 7 – 8: Conceptions & Measurement of Costs & Productivity
WEEK 9 – 10: Understanding cost variation and cost measurement
WEEK 11 – 12: Understanding the Fiscal Resource Allocation in School Districts and Schools
WEEK 13 – 14: Understanding Human Resource Allocation in School Districts and Schools
WEEK 15: Wrap-up

