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The State of State School Finance Legislation in the New Millennium

As we enter the new millennium, funding of public elementary and secondary education
remains a critical function of state legislatures. This chapter opens with an overview of 1999
school finance legislation and a comparative analysis of legislative activity from 1994 through
1999, followed by a two-part trend analysis. The first focuses on legislation that reflects trends
established over the past six years, while the second which explores more recent or emergent

trends. The chapter closes with conclusions and policy implications.

An Overview of 1999 School Finance Legislation and
A Comparative Analysis of the 1994-1999 Legislative Sessions

The 1999 legislative session closed with 563 bills passed and signed into law.! The
number of bills passed by a single state ranged from zero in Kentucky and Minnesota to 38 in
California. (See Table 1) School finance legislation covers a broad spectrum of school finance
issues. While general state aid, the single largest source of state school funding, is often the
focus of education finance research and analysis, state legislation addresses a range of education
finance concerns as varied as charter school funding and education employee compensation.
Taken together, this body of law paints a portrait of the many and varied goals legislatures hope
to accomplish through education funding mechanisms, and, over time, reveals shifts in funding
and policy priorities.

For the purposes of analysis, I have divided the bills into sixteen categories: 1) State Aid

to Elementary and Secondary Education; 2) Study Committees of State Education F unding



Systems; 3) Lottery and Gaminé Funds Used for Education; 4) School Infrastructure Funding;
5) School Safety Funding; 6) Special Education Funding; 7) Technology Funding; 8)
Transportation Funding; 9) Charter School Funding; 10) Tax Bases and Taxation for Education
Funding; 11) Special Purpose Education Program Funding; 12) Budgeting and Fiscal
Management; 13) Cross-District Student Enrollment Funding; 14) Supplemental Revenues for
School Districts; 15) School Employee Compensation and Personnel Funding Issues; and 16)
Other Education Funding Legislation. (Table 2 lists abstracts of all bills by category, and Table 3
lists the number of bills by category followed by the number of states in which that category of
legislation was passed.)

The number of bills passed during the 1999 legislative session eclipsed earlier years and
extended an overall trend of increasing levels of legislative activity since 1994. For example, in
1994, only 127 bills were passed, while during the 1995-1997 sessions, total bills passed
increased dramatically, from 212 bills in 1995 to 447 in 1997. The 1998 seséion represented the
only exception to this trend with the number of bills passed dropping to 394. (See Figure 1.)

In 1999, eleven of the sixteen categories of legislation listed above registered an increase
in the number of bills passed. Increasgs were most dramatic in four areas: school infrastructure
funding; charter school funding; special purpose education program funding; and school

employee compensation and personnel issues.’> (See Tables 4 and 5.)

Established Trends in State School Finance Legislation
Over the past several years, state legislators’ awareness has been heightened in several
critical areas of education funding. While it is accurate that lawmakers frequently subscribe to a

regional view, looking to legislative trends in neighboring states, they are also cognizant of national



trends. For example, it appears that the increase in funding measures for student achievement may
be due to state-to-state influence, while, at the national level, a number of reports as well as federal
bills, both proposed and passed, may have influenced the level of state legislative activity around
the financing of educational technology, school infrastructure, and charter school funding. This
section briefly examines trends in each of the four areas.

Educational Technology Funding. During the 1999 legislative session, 17 states passed 26

educational technology funding measures. Over the last six years, the number of bills passed per
session has grown substantially, and the range of the legislation has expanded from the purchase of
computer hardware and peripherals to include funding of professional development for educators,
with the goal of utilizing technology more effectively and enhancing student achievement.

School Infrastructure Funding. In recent legislative sessions, the number of school

infrastructure funding bills has increased substantially. Aging school facilities, backlogs of deferred
maintenance, increasing enrollments, and, in some cases, litigation, have placed pressure on
legislatures to pass funding measures. During the 1999 session alone, 93 bills were passed in 35
states.

Charter School Funding. Over the past six years, charter school funding legislation has

increased from a mere 3 bills in 1994 to 41 in 1999. The 1999 session continued a trend
regarding the maturation of charter school funding legislation, with a number of legislatures
returning to previously enacted laws, permitting the establishment and funding of charter
schools, and fine-tuning fiscal provisions. In addition, in 1999, some legislatures expanded
charter school funding to include financing of infrastructure.

Student Achievement Funding. In 1999, almost half, or twenty-four, states, passed 39

funding measures designed to improve student achievement, representing the strong interest of



legislators in raising student achievement across the board. These measures represented a range
of mechanisms, which can be divided into seven categories: 1) Extended, summer, and after-
school programs; 2) Class size reduction; 3) Expansion of post-secondary education options; 4)
Reading instruction in the early grades; 5) Academic success of all learners; 6) State standards;

and 7) Education beyond the basics.

Emergent Trends in State School Finance Legislation

Teacher quality and early childhood education represent more recent trends in education
funding, and, hence, are referred to as emergent trends. During the 1998 legislative session,
four states passed funding bills to enhance teacher quality, with a cluster of six such measures
passed in California alone. In 1999, thirteen states passed twenty-five bills, in areas such as
professional developmeht funding often targeted to specific disciplines, such as reading and
rﬁathematics; fiscal incentives for teachers to secure the National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards certification; and grants and loans to encourage new entrants into the
teaching profession, particularly in critical shortage areas. Legislative interest in the funding of
early childhood education has remained constant over the last three legislative sessions. In 1999,
three states passed four measures, that ranged from establishing statewide commissions to study
the feasibility of funding early childhood education to establishing fiscal incentives for school

districts to offer pre-kindergarten programs.

Conclusions and Policy Implications
The number of bills, a total of 563, passed during the 1999 legislative session eclipsed

earlier years and extended an overall trend of increasing levels of legislative activity since 1994.



This chapter provided an overview of the 1999 legislative session, a comparative analysis of
state school finance legislation from 1994 through 1999, and a trend analysis, that examined
established and emergent trends. Established trends are found in the funding areas of
educational technology, school infrastructure, charter schools, and student achievement. More
recent trends have emerged in the funding of teacher quality and early childhood education. At
the beginning of the new millennium, legislative interest remains high over a broad spectrum of

school finance issues.

Endnotes

' Source: Lexis-Nexis searches by the author (January, 2000).
? The dramatic increase in the category of school employee compensation and personnel issues is due, in part, to the
addition this year of funding legislation for state school employee retirement systems and health insurance.



Table 1

1999 State School Finance Legislation Totals by State

(Number of bills passed)
Alabama 9 Montana 10
Alaska 2 Nebraska 9
Arizona 18 Nevada 17
Arkansas 30 New Hampshire 20
California 38 New Jersey 16
Colorado 5 New Mexico 18
Connecticut 13 New York 11
Delaware 6 North Carolina 4
Florida 17 North Dakota 17
Georgia 9 Ohio 4
Hawaii 11 Oklahoma 25
Idaho 11 Oregon 16
Illinois 18 Pennsylvania 2
Indiana 8 Rhode Island 3
Iowa 5 South Carolina 5
Kansas 4 South Dakota 9
Kentucky 0 Tennessee 11
Louisiana 23 Texas 19
Maine 13 Utah 15
Maryland 15 Vermont 3
Massachusetts 1 Virginia 36
Michigan 2 Washington 13
Minnesota 0 West Virginia 7
Mississippi 11 Wisconsin 1
Missouri 2 Wyoming 1
Total 563
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Table 3
1999 State School Finance Legislation Totals by Category
Category of Legislation Number of Bills Number of States
State Aid to Elementary and Secondary Education 63 33
Study Committees of State Education Funding Systems 4 3
Lottery and Gaming Funds Used for Education 7 5
School Infrastructure Funding 93 35
School Safety Funding 18 11
Special Education Funding 36 24
Technology Funding 26 17
Transportation Funding 18 16
Charter School Funding 41 20
Tax Bases and Taxation for Education 70 31
Special Purpose Education Program Funding 139 40
Budgeting and Fiscal Management ‘ 36 16
Cross-District Student Enrollment Funding 6 5
Supplemental Revenues for School Districts 24 14
School Employee Compensation and Personnel Issues 90 31
Other Education Funding Legislation 24 20
et A Table'4:+ : R
Comparlson of Selected Categorles of 1999 State-School Finance Leglslatlo T
: ' 1994-1999 Leglslatlve Sessnon L
Category of Legislation 1994 1995 1996 | 1997 | 1998 | 1999

State Aid to Elementary and Secondary Education 36 31 37 51 50 63
Study Committees of State Education Funding Systems 4 5 4 6 4 4
Lottery and Gaming Funds Used for Education 4 4 1 4 3 7
School Infrastructure Funding 18 37 41 70 60 93
School Safety Funding 4 12 6 3 8 18
Special Education Funding 19 13 21 18 32 36
Technology Funding 4 5 12 29 19 26
Transportation Funding 5 8 10 17 17 18
Charter School Funding 3 9 12 | 14 21 41
Tax Bases and Taxation for Education 13 35 32 71 85 70
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Table 5 -
Comparison of Selected Categories of 1999 State School Finance Legislation:
1996-1999 Legislative Sessions
Category of Legislation 1996 1997 1998 1999
Special Purpose Education Program Funding 35 96 98 139
Budgeting and Fiscal Management 31 44 30 36
Cross-District Student Enrollment Funding 8 10 9 6
Supplemental Revenues for School Districts 8 10 8 24
School Employee Compensation and Personnel Issues 22 - 47 53 90
Other Education Funding Legislation 19 43 33 24
Figure 1

State School Finance Legislation Totals: 1994-1999
(Number of Bills Passed per Session)
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