
Equity in Education Coalition  Sharonne Navas 
sharonne@eec-wa.org  Co-Founder & Executive Director 

 

Memo 

From: Sharonne Navas 

cc:  

Date: June 9, 2016 

Re: Equitable School Funding in Washington State 

  

 

The Equity In Education Coalition is Washington State’s largest coalition of stakeholders from 
communities of color and white allies who are striving to improve educational opportunities and outcomes 
for children of color.  Though we comprise a diverse spectrum of backgrounds, perspectives and 
circumstances, three qualities hold us together:  

Created in 2012, the Equity in Education Coalition has quickly emerged as a leading force in ensuring that our 

laws, policies, funding and practices eliminate the gap in educational opportunities for children from 

communities of color.   

School leaders and local decision makers in Washington State face an array of challenges, hurdles 

and tough choices when it comes to allocating the small percentage of their school districts annual 

budget.  In our state, our schools are funded, in part, by the state legislature and supplemented by 

local levies.   

Currently, Washington State’s school funding model is based on Full Time Employee status, and 

funds are passed through from the state to the districts to the schools based on an allocation 

funding formula that assumes a certain staffing need.  This allocation model is simply a guideline 

and assumes equality in every building in every of the 295 school districts.  The baseline population 

assumption is 400 students per elementary school, 432 students for middle school and 600 students 

for a high school.   

Specific targeted programs like the Learning Assistance Program (LAP), Transitional Bilingual 

Instructional Program (TBIP), special education and highly capable programs have stayed as 

categorical programs for allocation purposes with a static, per pupil allocation and no weight factor 

for school buildings or districts that have a higher concentration of students that might need these 

or more services.  There is no mandate that school districts use this allocation model. 

Schools are operated by districts and funded by a combination of locally raised property/levy 

monies, state taxes, and federal dollars targeted to certain students and programs.  Funds pass 

through several agencies before getting to the school, at which point, the funds are designated 
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“resource units” – which are divided up by the school district and school-level personnel can only 

apply them to their assigned purposes:  instruction, curriculum, school materials, and so forth.   

The Problem:  This kind of resource allocation creates several barriers to an excellent education: 

1) Erratic funding:  In which two schools, nearly identical and located close to each other, 

can be staffed quite differently, depending on differences in enrollment.  A school with 

402 students in an elementary school might have a central staff consisting of a principal, 

assistant principal and a guidance counselor, while a school down the street or in an 

adjoining neighborhood might have three less students might only get a principal and 

would have to forego a school counselor and assistant principal because the allocation 

model is only triggered by the increase in enrollment. 

2) Inequitable funding: In Washington state, research shows that school districts serving 

the highest needs students (low income, ELL, SpEd, of color), are often serving our 

children with the least amount of resources allocated.  Opportunity and achievement 

gaps are growing throughout the state when compared to other states of similar or 

growing demographics.   

a. The least experienced teachers are often placed in the highest need schools; 

b. High quality teachers are choosing to go to richer school districts that have a 

larger pool of money from which to pay; 

c. High poverty schools, with less resources, often also are high diversity schools, 

creating a system of de facto segregation among schools within the same district 

and in neighboring districts; 

d. Paraeducators, whom are often multi-lingual and/or multi-cultural, are being 

utilized as instructors and teachers for students whose primary language is not 

English or whom are designated as special needs or special education. 

 

The Vision 

Transforming education funding to be more equitable for students, transparent to parents and 

controlled by the needs and assets of the local communities served.   

Weighted Student Formula has the potential for creating a more equitable funding system for 

schools and educational services throughout Washington State by allowing the funding to follow the 

student directly into the school.  Since student-centered funding is not determined by an arbitrary 
formula, a more student centered formula creates the possibility, if implemented well, to provide 
the school with adequate funds to meet a student’s needs.  

Equity for school funding is viewed from the perspective of equity based on the student’s needs and 
not on the composite needs of the entire student body nor on a funding formula that is based on 
teacher longevity.  

Funding through WSF does create a system where resources are distributed more equitably.  

All students are not equal in ability and need, and WSF reflects that diversity in its method of 
allocation.  

Further, a school’s ability to develop curricula and hire personnel is improved with a WSF system 
over a traditional staff-based system.  
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Proposal:  Student Based Allocation (SBA) models – also known as Weighted Student Formula 

(WSF) is a model in which actual Dollars are allocated (not staff positions or other ingredients) on 

the basis of students.  Students are weighted according to needs. 

A weighted student formula: 

 Represents a major shift in the ways district monies are allocated; 

 Money would be targeted to school buildings, decentralizing a district’s budgeting system. 
Principals would be allowed the autonomy of allocating funds at the school level; 

 Per pupil dollars would be determined by the type of students in a particular school; 

 Money would follow students as they change schools, and the system could, theoretically, 
empower parents to choose schools that would best suit their children’s needs; 

 Creates a greater sense of local control since the needs, assets and demographics of the local 
neighborhood and community would be reflective in the budget and purchasing put forth 
by the principal; 

 Weights are deliberate to the needs and assets of students; 

 Formula detail can be summarized on one page; 

 District leaders manage the weights, not each school’s allocations or how funds are used; 

 Spending across schools can be compared in percentages in terms their WSF allocation; 

 The district spends the same amount on an individual student regardless of where that 
student attends school. 

A weighted student formula (WSF) proposes basing school funding on five key principles: 

1) Funding should follow the child, on a per-student basis, to the public school that he or she 
attends; 

2) Per-student funding school vary according to the child’s needs and other relevant 
circumstances; 

3) Funding should arrive at the school as real dollars – not as teaching positions, ratios or 
staffing norms – that can be spent flexibly, with accountability systems focused more on 
results and less on inputs, programs or activities; 

4) Principles for allocating money to schools should apply to all levels of funding, including 
federal, state and local dollars; 

5) Funding systems should be as simple as possible and made transparent to administrations, 
teachers, parents and citizens; 

One of the most significant arguments for weighted student formula is that it will increase equity 
for historically marginalized students by funding students based on their individual characteristics 
and allowing the extra funding to follow the child to the school level. 

1) Efficiency. WSF creates a system that provides a common sense groundwork for budgeting 
where decisions are made based on the particulars of individual students. Also, personnel 
assume a greater role and have a higher level of commitment to the process.  

2) Adequacy and equity. By making the funding follow the student, equity among schools is 
improved because funds for extra needs are attached to the student and not to the school. 
Basically, if a student moves from one school to another school within a district, the student’s 
needs don’t depend on two independent school budgets.  

3) Element of competition. The WSF system creates a motivation for schools within a district to 
retain students by offering the best possible programs. 

4) Linking funding to overall school improvement efforts. WSF can be implemented with SBM 
to enhance the distribution of resources within a school. 
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MOVEMENT FORWARD 

Given the strength of the education discussion in the state of Washington, there will need to be a 
concentrated, intentional and effective grassroots movement towards a student weighted formula.  
This movement will not be in one legislative session, nor will it be done alone. 

The Equity in Education Coalition intends to build a collaborative, respectful and forward thinking 
movement that includes community based organizations, students, parents, principals, school 
district members, OSPI, statewide advocacy organizations, researchers, education reform 
organizations, unions, labor, local/regional/state governments, business, funders and institutions 
of early education as well as higher education.   

The EEC intends to have a short-term, mid-term and long-term plan that includes: 

1) Fixing existing funding allocations that are supposed to be targeted for low-income 
students; 

2) Hold educational seminars around student weighted formulas and their effectiveness; 
3) Align with movements around tax increases, more funding allocated for education and 

fulfillment of the legislatures McCleary obligation; 
4) Create community understanding and movement around an equitable funding system for 

schools and students; 
5) Assist in drafting legislation around a student weighted formula; 
6) Building a robust, forward thinking communications plan that educates on educational 

equity and the transition to a student weighted formula; 
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Guiding Questions 

Along with the Equity in Education Coalition’s “Racial Equity Impact Assessment” questionnaire, 
there are many questions we need to answer or keep in mind to ensure that any policy 
recommendation we create around a student weighted formula does not have negative unintended 
consequences.  For example: 

1) Can we really expect our principals to be able to handle this, especially given their lack of 
experience and the high turnover rates in some of our neediest schools? 

2) Can we assume that parents are going to just up and leave, taking their children clear across 
town, given the fact that many families have serious transportation issues? 

3) Will we experience the misrepresentation of students’ needs and the deleterious 
mislabeling that goes with it by those in pursuit of real dollars?  

4) Will we get the appropriate and ongoing training necessary in our schools with high 
turnover rates of administrators, teachers and support staff, and parents? 
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EXAMPLES 

BOSTON PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
 

HOW SCHOOL BUDGETS ARE CALCULATED 

Consistent with the Acceleration Agenda plan to ensure resource equity for all students no matter what 

school they attend, we use a weighted student funding allocation process. This is more equitable, 

transparent and predictable, enabling schools to make greater academic progress regardless of the 

economy. Under a weighted student funding formula, dollars follow students. This means BPS 

anticipates what each student needs each year and then delivers the appropriate funds to the school that 

student attends. Dollars no longer follow programs, buildings or schools. Instead, we allocate budgets 

solidly based on student need. 

Weighted student funding is about spending limited dollars much more wisely. 
 

Our health care, salary and transportation costs are rising rapidly and are taking resources out of our 

classrooms. Our shift to weighted student funding allows BPS to more efficiently direct dollars to where 

our students need them most; but it does not replace the need to make tough decisions about the way we 

spend money now. 

Weighted student funding allows us to focus on investing in programs that work, protect the progress we 

have made and put the interests of students first in every decision we make. 

Schools will receive funding based on their students, then will decide how best to spend it. 

Schools’ budgets are based on who they are educating -- not the flat number of students or staff they 

usually have in the building. For example, schools with a higher percentage of students whose family 

income is at the poverty level would need more resources to educate students, or a student with language 

challenges might require more highly specialized staff. In these cases, the school receives a higher per-

pupil amount. This per-pupil amount would follow the student to whichever school he or she chose. 

Some schools will receive more money than they did last year, and others will receive less. 

A weighted student funding model creates a baseline per-student funding figure and then adjusts the 

number up or down depending on individual student need. BPS is working with principals and 

headmasters to help them allocate these dollars most effectively. 

Weighted student funding is more equitable, transparent and predictable 

Enabling schools to make greater academic progress regardless of the economy. Under a weighted 

student funding formula, dollars follow students. This means BPS anticipates what each student needs 

each year and then delivers the appropriate funds to the school that student attends. Dollars no longer 

follow programs, buildings or schools. Instead, we allocate budgets solidly based on student 

need. Weighted student funding is about spending limited dollars much more wisely. 

Under a weighted student funding model, BPS calculates per-student funding by assigning a value to the 

various factors that go into meeting a student’s academic needs, and then adding them up. Every student 

has a different one, which is based on his or her grade level, educational needs, and learning challenges 

or ability. A school’s budget is calculated by adding the individual funding estimates for every student 

projected to attend that school in the fall. 

These weights also take the unique needs of Early Education Centers, Early Learning Centers and Dual-

Language programs into account. 
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GRADE - LEVEL 

 These weights are a function of class size. The weights are heavier in early grades because the 
student/teacher ratio is smaller. Our contracted class size maximum is not changing and the 
weights are set at target class sizes. In addition, incoming 9th grade students defined in our 
Leading and Lagging Indicators as “high-risk” or “off-track” receive an additional weight. This 
extra funding allows high schools to provide targeted resources to at-risk students. 

POVERTY 

 Students who come from a challenging home environment sometimes need extra support in the 
classroom. This is why we set higher weights for students who qualify for a free or reduced 
lunch program. In addition, schools that educate students living in poverty at a higher level than 
60 percent will receive extra funding on top of this increased allocation. Schools with high 
concentrations of students living in poverty may also receive federal Title I funds, which are in 
addition to the general fund school allocation that flows through a weighted student formula. 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

 The FY15 budget includes weights that change based on ELD levels to provide a more equitable 
distribution of resources across levels of need, which are determined programmatically and not 
at the school level. 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

 These weights are calculated based on optimal staffing levels for varying degrees of need as 
recommended by our Office of Special Education and Student Services. Our new Highly 
Specialized Setting programs are designed to replace existing Substantially Separate classes. We 
have based weights on class size targets set at one or two students lower than necessary staffing 
levels to allow schools flexibility to purchase additional resources if needed. 

EMOTIONAL IMPAIRMENT 

 The FY15 budget includes a weight for emotional impairment, which will help schools ensure 
appropriate supports can be in place for these students at all levels. 

VOCATIONAL STUDENTS 

 This measure continues the FY13 increase in pupil funding by 50% for students in designated 
Vocational programs. This weight was developed based on the standards the state gives us in 
their funding formula. 

SCHOOL FOUNDATION 

 All schools, no matter their size, receive $200,000 to support a core administrative function. 
Typically, this will include a principal or headmaster, an administrative support position, and 
additional funding for overall school support. Principals and headmasters may create other 
positions based on funding levels determined through class size management and the weighted 
student funding model.  
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WHO ELSE IS WEIGHTING THEIR STUDENT FORMULA 

 

Percentage of State and Local Monies Disbursed on Basis of Students 

 
Roza, Marguerite, “Edunomics Lab,” Georgetown Univerisity, 2016 
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