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Executive Summary 

Public education in the United States has always depended heavily on property tax revenues. 
This arrangement has generated perceptions of inequity, since communities with high 
property wealth have typically raised the most funding for education. Throughout the 
twentieth century, state governments increasingly placed emphasis on their role as 
"equilibrium establishers," redistributing tax revenues from affluent communities to 
financially challenged ones. States have also tended to seek means to target revenue sources 
other than property taxes as means of support for education. 

In recent years, state legislatures have grappled with three trends which have led to resistance 
to increased public education funding: 

I) fewer than 30% of adults in the United States have children attending public schools; 
2) costs for corrections systems and Medicaid have escalated, giving them the highest 

budgetary priority; 
3) many legislatures have developed a sense of skepticism that increased education 

funding will lead to improved student achievement. 

Virginia's mechanical approach to arriving at education funding amounts is fairly typical. A 
"foundation approach" is used whereby the characteristics of a necessary education are 
determined, and State funding is based on the resources identified as critical for the 
provision of such an education. In an effort to promote student equity, Virginia calculates a 
local "ability to pay" factor and distributes greater proportional funding to impoverished 
communities. With respect to special education children, Virginia does not use the most 
common approach, involving "pupil weighting" to count each special education child as the 
equivalent of more than 1 general student. Instead, Virginia calculates the resources it says 
are necessary to provide a quality education to a special education child, and funding is 
based on those identified resource needs. Ten other states use this approach. 

Virginia's proportional funding of education was roughly the same in the 1930s as it is 
today, although there have been significant fluctuations over time. As enrollment expanded 
in the years after World War II, State funding failed to keep pace. As local will to support 
public schools wavered in response to federally mandated integration, the State's 
proportional support peaked in the 1960s. In 1971, the Virginia Constitution was amended, 
giving rise to development of the current funding methodology, with Standards of Quality 
first identified, resources required to carry out those standards computed, and State funding 
distributed based on those resources as well as each locality's ability to pay for them. 
Virginia's proportional funding for K-12 schools increased during the early 1980% peaking 
at 50.7% for the 1986-87 school year. At that time, a change in the formula, most notably 
the imposition of local responsibilities for teacher retirement, led to a reduction in the State's 
role. Further reductions occurred in response to recessionary conditions of the early 1990% 
although there has been a slight increase in the State's share in recent years. Overall, 
localities in Virginia pay 49.2% of education costs, compared to a national average of 
45.5%. 



A wide array of comparable rankings are presented to portray how Virginia stacks up in 
terms of per-student spending, the quality of education programs offered, and student 
outcomes. Virginia generally ranks about average in terms of total spending per student, but 
is above average in terms of program offerings and student performance. Virginia also has 
above average wealth, meaning that it is capable of providing a level of per-student spending 
higher than the national average. In terms of student equity, the range of community wealth 
in Virginia is wider than usual, so the potential for inequities is high. The State intervenes 
assertively, however, and redistributes tax revenues from wealthy jurisdictions to poorer 
ones, so the net effect is that Virginia ranks about average in terms of the ultimate degree of 
student inequity experienced. 

In terms of the state government's budget, Virginia's degree of emphasis on elementary and 
secondary education ranks 41St in the nation. Virginia ranks highly with respect to its 
relative emphasis on corrections, transportation, and higher education. In recent years, 
however, Virginia has been among the leaders in terms of percentage increases approved for 
elementary and secondary education programs. 

In terms of the government debt load per student, Virginia ranks 331d in the nation, meaning 
borrowing has been relatively modest. In terms of overall spending per pupil, Virginia is on 
a par with most Midwestern states, and ahead of most Southern states, but below the levels 
of the Midatlantic and New England regions. In terms of taxation levels, Virginia relies 
fairly heavily on personal income taxes, but less so on sales and corporate income taxes. 



Evolving Traditions in the Funding of K-12 Public Education 

No matter which part of the United States is scrutinized, the same observation is apparent. 
The funding of public education has always depended almost exclusively on property tax 
revenues. Prior to the mid-1800s, most education was provided by private institutions. The 
"common school movement" originated in New England at that time, whereby states would 
grant localities the authority to levy property taxes for the purpose of funding schools. This 
practice established public education as a function dependent on local revenue-raising 
initiative. In its 1996 report, titled, "Taxation and Revenues for Education," the National 
Conference of State Legislatures pointed out that this arrangement, while universal, was 
never really very popular: 

Although states prov~ded some resources, such as earnings 
from school trust funds, these were not sufficient to fund 
schools. From the beginning, the use of the property tax for 
funding education proved controversial for many of the same 
reasons given today, e.g., that people without school aged 
children must pay taxes to support the education of others' 
children. A second objection arose from the impact of 
variations in property wealth among school districts. With 
virtually no equalized state aid, schools in property poor 
districts routinely closed due to lack of funds. 

As the twentieth century progressed, states took on the role of "equilibrium establishers."- In 
other words, states intervened to provide funding in order to compensate for disparities in 
local property wealth and thereby establish a principle of equity, that a child's educational 
opportunities should not be contingent on fortuitous birth in a community of abundant 
wealth. As states intervened, sales and income increasingly were targeted for taxation in 
order to alleviate pressure on property taxes. Many states also earmarked revenues from 
lotteries, gaming, and taxes on alcohol and tobacco. Nevertheless, the property tax 
maintained its virtual monopoly with respect to local resources for education. 

The federal government has never played a pivotal funding role. A landmark United States 
Supreme Court decision, rendered in 1973 in the case of "San Antonio Independent School 
District versus Rodriguez," ruled that the U.S. Constitution does not guarantee education as 
a fundamental right. This decision has had the effect of thrusting responsibility for education 
squarely on the shoulders of the states. Interestingly, at about the same time, a landmark 
State Supreme Court ruling was made in California ("Serrano versus Priest"). This case 
established the principle that dependence on local property taxes discriminates against 
children because it renders the quality of their education dependent upon their school district 
wealth. This ruling has sparked a wave of equity-based lawsuits across the country over the 
past quarter century. Of course, the various State Supreme Courts have differed in the 
degree to which they applied the California Court's reasoning. Nevertheless, the basic 
concept is now well entrenched in the American psyche. 



Due in large part to the intensified pressure for States to intervene as the "great equalizers" 
in educational funding, the proportion of education costs borne by state governments rose 
sharply in the 1970s as can be seen below in the data compiled by the National Center for 
Education Statistics: 

SOURCES OF PUBLIC SCHOOL REVENUES, 1960-1995 

Year &I& Local Federal 

Both the state and local shares have increased slightly since 1980, out of the necessity of 
picking up the slack created by the federal government's reduced role. After dropping From 
9.8% of education funding in 1980 to 6.1% in 1990, the federal share rebounded somewhat 
to 7% by 1995, alleviating the pressure on the state and local sectors. 

The Impact of Litigation 

By the end of 1999,45 of the 50 states (Virginia included) had experienced challenges to 
their education funding systems on the grounds that children's access to educational 
opportunities was unfairly tied to accidents of birth. In response to this wave of litigation, 
almost all states have implemented tax reform measures designed to reduce the effect that 
disparities in property wealth can have on educational resources provided among the various 
localities. The National Conference of State Legislatures, as of 1996, identified 41 states 
which have placed some form of restriction on the level of property taxation permissible. 
Virginia's action on personal property taxation, taken after 1996, conforms to this trend. 
Indeed, with respect to the 1990s, the National Conference on State Legislatures has 
observed that 

a second wave of property tax reform and revolution may be 
in the making, but unlike the first wave of the 1970s, it seems 
more focused on the property tax as a revenue source for 
education. 

In other words, the emphasis in recent years has been on diversification of funding sources 
for education, as opposed to increases in funding per se. Nevertheless, state legislatures have 
found that the property tax is a difficult source of revenue to replace. A number of states, 
including Virginia, have focused on lotteries as a substitute. The attraction of lotteries is that 
they provide a means to increase funding for education without raising taxes. However, 
lotteries have a huge downside: they tend not to show the same degree of long-term growth 
that traditional taxes do. Other forms of gambling emerge over time to provide competition 



for lotteries, restricting revenue growth to a modest level. If a state moves formally to use 
lottery revenues to supplant tax funding for education, as opposed to supplementing it, then 
the education system becomes worse off than before. An additional problem is that it 
becomes more difficult to convince the public to support higher taxes for education once the 
perception takes hold that the lottery provides a bonanza of resources for schools. 

Barriers to Increased State Funding for Education 

State legislatures generally point to three key trends which are serving to erode public 
support for education funding: 

1) fewer than 30% of adults in the United States have children attending public schools; 
2) costs for program areas such as corrections and Medicaid have soared in recent years, 

giving them the highest budgetary priority; 
3) many state legislators are skeptical that increased education funding can be counted on to 

improve student achievement. 



The Types of Funding Formulas Used Around the Country 

Over 90% of the public school systems in the United States are "fiscally independent," 
meaning that local school boards have the authority to levy taxes. The 135 school divisions 
in Virginia all fall into the other category, that of "fiscally dependent" school systems which 
must rely on local city councils or boards of supervisors to make tax levy decisions. 

Although most people new to the process assume that the determination of State funding 
formulas ought to be simple and straightforward, in actuality complexity is inevitable. This 
is due to the elusive nature of the term "equity." Michael Amold, of the Mid-continent 
Regional Educational Laboratory, observed, 

Although it is similar in meaning to equality, equity differs in 
that it does not require strict adherence to the principle of 
equal treatment for all. Instead, equity necessitates fair and 
just treatment, which-surprising as it may sound-might 
actually require unequal treatment of some individuals or 
groups. In school finance, in fact, equity is sometimes best 
served by funding inequalities. 

Deciding when inequalities are fair and when they are not is the critical sticking point in the 
process of designing state education funding formulas. For instance, it is generally 
acknowledged that it costs extra for children in special education programs, those who have 
limited English proficiency, and students who received poor preschool preparation. How 
much extra should it cost though? A State aid formula which answers this question too 
generously may unwittingly establish an incentive for localities to over identify such 
students. A formula which is stingy in allocating extra resources may not suffice to place all 
children on an equitable footing. 

Equal opportunity equity is another principle raised in formula design debates. This 
principle holds that no funding disparities should be allowed to occur simply because of 
differences in community wealth or in the social class or racial mix of its children. Many 
people argue on behalf of "fiscal neutrality," a concept which is fulfilled by reallocating 
wealth from prosperous districts until the cost per pupil is the same everywhere. 

There are five types of State funding formulas: 

1) flat grants; 
2) foundation programs; 
3) percentage equalization programs; 
4) guaranteed tax baselyield programs; and 
5) full state funding. 



The various states which use each type of formula are shown in the chart below: 

Classification of Basic School Finance Formulas, 1993-94 

Total = 2 I I 

The followmfistates pmwded descriptions tor w a r s  other than l W 3 - 4 4  Colorado IYY4-9;. 
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Of these Forty of the states operate "foundation programs," and Virginia is among them. 
states, twenty-two require a particular degree of local matching of funds to occur or else state 
funds are forfeited. Most of these states accomplish this by requiring that a specific real 
property tax rate be levied by the localities, but Virginia uses a different approach. Each 
community's "ability to pay" is gauged by looking at per capita and per student property 
values, incomes, and sales revenues. A "local composite index" is then constructed to 
specify what matching proportion applies to a particular school division. 



What do the five types of formulas involve? Brief descriptions are as follows: 

flat grant - 
this approach involves the distribution of an equal amount of 
money per standard unit of measure, such as $1,000 per 
teacher, $5,000 per pupil, or $2,000 per classroom. This is the 
simplest kind of formula, but it is often criticized because it 
makes no allowances for differing needs among various 
classes of students. It also fails to make allowances for 
differences in community wealth. 

foundation program - 
this approach was invented in the 1920s in order to strive for 
the state to intervene in such a way that, if each community 
makes the same effort to tax its wealth, then combined state 
and local funding will be sufficient to ensure that every 
student in the state receives an adequate education. The 
drawback of this approach lies in the difficulty involved in 
defining what the requirements of an adequate education are. 
Furthermore, many localities choose to provide extra funding 
above the foundation level, thereby creating disparities in per- 
pupil spending across districts. 

guaranteed tax base or guaranteed yield programs - 
Another term for this approach is "power equalization 
programs." The concept originated in 1970 and is in use in 
Wisconsin and Indiana. Rather than define what constitutes 

an adequate education, as a foundation program does, the 
guaranteed tax base approach allows local school districts to 
set any tax rate they please to fund education. The state then 
provides matching funds which vary in line with differences in 
localities' property value per capita. A ceiling is set beyond 
which the state will no longer provide matching funds. This is 
a relatively simple funding system, and it grants local school 
boards considerable policymaking freedom. Students suffer, 
however, if they are in communities which make little effort to 
raise taxes, since state funds provided are in direct proportion 
to the tax rates set. This results in serious student inequity 
problems. Another problem with this method is that it allows 
"the tail to wag the dog." A locality can raise its tax rates and 
drive the state's funding obligations higher, even if the state 
did not anticipate this when it passed its budget. 



percentage equalization program - 
this approach modifies the power equalization technique 
described above. An ability to pay factor is constructed by 
comparing per-pupil wealth among all the school districts in 
the state. Then the state matching ratio for each district is 
determined based on relative ability to pay. Rhode Island, 
Connecticut, New York, and Pennsylvania use this approach. 
There are still significant differences in local spending effort, 
however, so that student inequities are common. 

full state funding - 
Hawaii and Washington fund nearly all K-12 public 
education costs. This technique maximizes student equity 
but minimizes local control. In Hawaii, there is only one 
school district, so full state funding is an obvious approach. 
In Washington, a state property tax is used to generate 
education revenues. 

SPECIAL EDUCATION FUNDING - 
Special education students require more intensive services 
than are typically provided for their general education peers. 
For this reason, a lot of debate time in state legislatures has 
been consumed trying to determine how to devise funding 
formulas which provide for identifying different student 
needs. Presently, there are five types of funding approaches 
used: 



Actual Percent Pupil Resource 
Expenditures Flat Grants Reimbursement based 

North Dakota Maryland Colorado 
Massachusetts Connecticut 
Montana Idaho 
North Carolina Louisiana 
Pennsylvania Maine 
Vermont Michigan 
West Virginia Minnesota 

Nebraska 
South Dakota 
Wisconsin 
Wyoming 

Grand 
Totals I 7 

Alabama California 
Alaska Delaware 
Arizona Illinois 
Arkansas Kansas 
Florida Mississippi 
Georgia Missouri 
Hawaii Nevada 
Indiana Ohio 
Iowa Tennessee 
Kentucky Virginia 
New Hampshire Washington 
New Jersey 
New Mexico 
New York 
Oklahoma 
Oregon 
Rhode Island 
South Carolina 
Texas 
Utah 

This time, Virginia does not fall in the most common category. The resource-based 
methodology dovetails well with the Virginia formulas used for matters other than special 
education, so Virginia uses it for the sake of consistency. Under the "resource-based" 
method, the adequate student-teacher ratios are defined for each disability service in a 
school, and funding is based on the cost of the teachers so determined. The "pupil weights" 
approach, adopted in 20 states, treats special education students as a generic class and 
pronounces that a typical special education student costs X amount more than a general 
education child. The incremental percentage by which a special education child's costs 
exceed the general costs is then used to count each special education child as more than 1 
general education child. For example, if a school district had 900 general education students 
and 100 special education children, and the state decided that a special education program 
costs 70% more than a general one, then the 100 special education students would be 
"weighted" as 170, and the school district would be funded as if it enrolled a total of 1,070 
general education students. 

Eleven states reimburse certain percentages of special education expenditures incurred by 
school districts. Seven other states, including Maryland, dole out "flat grants," or equal 
amounts per student to all districts. 



Historical Patterns of State Funding for K-12 Public Schools in Virginia 

The State has played a significant role in funding elementary and secondary education for 
quite some time. A report issued by the Auditor of Public Accounts indicated that the State 
provided $5.8 million in funds for local school divisions during the 1932-33 school year, an 
amount which equated to 43.3% of total costs. This is close to the proportion of funding that 
comes from the State today. During that same 1932-33 school session, Fairfax County 
Public Schools spent $257,496, of which $75,869, or 31.5%, was provided by the State. 
Virginia funds about 23% of Fairfax's budget today. 

By the 1950s, State funding for K-12 schools had dropped off proportionally, covering only 
38.9% of all division costs in 1952, and a mere 12.7% of Fairfax's expenses. This was true 
even though the total amount of State funding had increased nearly eightfold in twenty years, 
from $5.8 to $44.6 million. The rapid enrollment growth characteristic of the period may 
have overwhelmed the State's efforts to keep up. 

By the 1960s, the State was playing a heavier role, as resistance to federally mandated 
integration depressed local will to support public schools. The Governor's budget for the 
1962-64 biennium allocated $275 million to the public schools, or 51.7% of the State's 
entire general fund budget and about 6 times as much as had been provided in 1952. This 
was before the days when the "ability to pay" factor, known as the local composite index, 
was instituted as a means to promote student equity by reallocating resources away from 
wealthy school divisions and toward economically deprived areas. Instead, Virginia relied 
on a "tax effort" model to provide student equity. The funding formula provided each 
locality with 60% of the cost of instructional personnel salaries on a uniform master pay 
scale devised by the State. Finally, the State calculated how much education funding a 
locality could provide if it levied a real property tax of $.60 per $100 of fair market value. 
This amount of local revenue, combined with 213 of federal aid provided for operating 
expenses, was expected to cover the remaining 40% of instructional salaries plus $80 per 
pupil to address all other needs. If this was not the case, the State intervened to make up the 
difference. 

As the sixties came to a close, Virginia was more accepting of the concept of school 
integration. This factor, coupled with a recognition that the state public school system was 
approaching its centennial anniversary, led the General Assembly to take a fresh look at 
financial issues affecting K-12 education. The Virginia Constitution was amended and 
Article VIE, 5 1 of the new document read: 

The General Assembly shall provide for a system of free 
public education and secondary schools for all children of 
school age throughout the Commonwealth and shall seek to 
ensure that an educational program of high quality is 
established and continually maintained. 



The Standards of Quality were developed by the Virginia Department of Education to serve 
as the primary vehicle for fulfillment of this charge. The Standards of Quality are the 
mechanism the State uses to establish its vision for the minimum program necessary to 
ensure that every student in the State has an opportunity to receive a "high quality" 
education. Once the standards are defined, the State determines the resources which it 
believes are necessary to implement such a program. These resources include instructional 
personnel, materials, and support services costs. 

Next, there is an effort to promote taxpayer equity by factoring in a community's relative 
ability to pay for its children's education before deciding the best means of distributing State 
funds. .The local composite index provides the basis for doing this. The "tax effort" feature 
used in the 1960s has been eliminated in favor of mandating that localities pick up their 
index-adjusted share of the costs for the resources required to meet the Standards of Quality. 
The State funds 55% of recognized Standards of Quality costs overall, but the proportions 
range from a low of 20% in the wealthiest localities to a high of 83% in the poorest. 

If Virginia achieves its goals, all students in the Commonwealth will become educated in a 
manner which addresses their unique needs and provides for a consistent, equitable cost 
sharing arrangement with the residents of each community. 

How, then, has the trend in Virginia funding been impacted by these changes? A look at the 
biennial budget for 1972-74 reveals that Virginia committed 47.1% of its general fund 
resources, or $825 million, to pay for K-12 education during that biennium. This 
represented a decline from the 51.7% of the 1962-64 general fund budget set aside for public 
schools. The chart, "Proportional Funding of K-12 Public Education Over the Years, 
Virginia versus the Nation," depicts the proportion of school budgets funded by the local, 
state, and federal govemments at various points over the past three decades. Generally, 
Virginia's state funding as a proportion of total public school costs has trailed the national 
average by a few percent, although the gap did close in the middle of the 1980s before 
reopening when Virginia revised its formula in 1987. Virginia's local govemments must 
pick up the slack generated by the State's below average proportional support. 

How Virginia's Budgetary Priorities Have Shifted 

The proportions of Virginia's General Fund budget dedicated to various operational 
activities are depicted below for 1964, 1974, and 2000: 

1964 1974 
Elementary and Secondary Education 51.7 47.1 34.3 
Higher Education 11.1 16.0 13.6 
Public Assistance 3.9 4.5 4.3 
Medicaid -0- 3.3 12.7 
Corrections 5.7 6.9 6.2 
Transportation -0- 0.5 0.9 
Other 27.6 21.7 28.0 



Proportional Funding of K-12 Public Education Over the Years, Virginia versus the Nation 

US. Average. U.S. Average, US. Average, Virginia, Virginia. Virginia, 
Local Percent State Percent Federal Percent Local % State % Federal Oh 

Sources: Virginia State Superintendent's Annual Reports, National Center for Education Statistics 



Medicaid has assumed increasing significance over time, accounting for most of the relative 
shift in resource allocations since 1964. It should be noted that many important State 
functions, such as transportation, are paid for primarily with money from special funds (i.e., 
gasoline taxes), as opposed to just the general fund activity shown above. 

A comparative chart for all funds in the State budget, for fiscal years 1988, 1994, and 2000, 
looks like this: 

1988 1994 - 2000 
Elementary and Secondary Education 23.0% 20.4% 22.1 % 
Higher Education 
Public Assistance 
Medicaid 
Corrections 
Transportation 
Other 

Medicaid clearly has been the leading growth factor in Virginia's budget in recent years, 
although the surge occurred between 1988 and 1994. Funding for elementary and secondary 
education lagged behind overall State budget growth from 1988 to 1994, but has rebounded 
somewhat since then. 



How Virginia Compares to Other States 

This section will portray a wide range of comparative data. First, some information drawn 
from Education Week's "Quality Counts 2000" report will be presented. 

Virginia's ranking among the fifty states is as follows for the categories shown: 

Adequacy of Resources 35th 
Unadjusted Spending per Student 2 T d  
Cost Indexed Spending per Pupil 24th 
% Increase in Spending per Student, 1988-98 32nd 
% of Taxable Resources Spent on Education 4orh 
% of Educational Expenditures Devoted to Instruction 34th 

This first set of data conveys a sense that Virginia's financial commitment to students is less 
than that which can capably be supported. Of course, two indicators, "those dealing with 
spending per pupil," support the notion that Virginia's spending really is about average 
overall. The 4oth place ranlung for "Taxable Resources Spent on Education," however, is a 
sign that Virginia has above average wealth, and therefore the capability to support above 
average education spending levels if it so desires. Virginia's spending on education actually 
increased at a below average pace from 1988-1998. 

Relative Inequity in Spending per Student Among Districts 30" 
Education Spending per $1,000 in Gross State Product 4oth 
Spending Gap Between 5th and 95th Percentiles lgth lowest 

The first indicator reveals that there is a wider range of per pupil costs than usual among the 
school districts in Virginia. The third indicator, though, reveals that the gap is below 
average if a few extreme highest and lowest spending districts are eliminated. This could 
mean that Virginia's perceived spending inequities may stem primarily from Lhe fact that 
costs in Northern Virginia are so much higher than anywhere else in the state. These higher 
costs, in turn, stem largely from higher cost of living conditions.The second indicator above 
reveals that Virginia's healthy economy could support greater expenditures for education. 

Average Teacher Salary, Cost Indexed 2znd highest 
Teachers as a % of Total Staff 251h 
Instructional Dollars per Student 231d 
StudenKomputer Ratio 2oth 



Virginia appears to be roughly average in terms of teacher pay and emphasis on direct 
instruction as opposed to support services or administration. 

% of Schools with at Least 1 Inadequate 341h highest 
Condition (meaning buildings are in 

relatively good shape) 

Rank for Number of High School Teachers 
Without a Major in the Subject They Teach 
(1" place being the lowest %) 

English 1 St 

Math 29th 
Social Studies 1 8th 
Science 4oth 

This means that Virginia has a relatively serious shortage of qualified math and science 
teachers, but the  supply of English teachers is abundant. 

Consider this set of esoteric indicators: 

State Share of Total K-12 Cost 41S' 
Overall Equity Grade D, 66% 

(rank is 35th) 
Targeting Score -0.441 

(rank is 5th) 
Wealth Neutrality Grade and Score D, ,187 

(low is best) (rank is 45th) 
McLoone Grade and Index (highest is best) C, ,935 

(rank is 19'~) 
Coefficient of Variation (low is good) C, 13.0%, 29th place 

These indicators reflect a complex set of statistical formulas designed to measure how big a 
fluctuation there is in resources focused on students across a given state. Incidentally, the 
"Quality Counts" judges used a tough grading curve, with "A's" a rarity and "F's" being 
common. The "targeting score," for example, is designed to shed light on the emphasis a 
State places on making sure extra funds are redistributed to the most financially challenged 
school districts. With a 5th place ranking, Virginia's effort to achieve this goal is very 
strong. The wealth neutrality score measures the degree to which inequities in education 
funding within a state are related to differences in local property wealth. Virginia's 45th 
place ranking means that its school divisions are extremely dependent on property tax 
revenues, and that variations in per-pupil funding across the State correlate strongly with 
these wealth differences. The McLoone Index is designed to gauge how wide a gap exists 
between students in the highest spending districts and those in the lowest ones. The 
Coefficient of Variation is a slightly different mathematical technique to measure the same 



thing. Virginia ranks 19 '~  on one indicator and 29th on the other, so it appears to be about 
average overall in terms of the gap in spending between wealthy districts and poor ones. 

In essence, then, the State government in Virginia places a strong emphasis on redistributing 
resources from wealthy localities to poorer ones, yet relatively high wealth disparities enable 
affluent communities to apply incremental funding to reopen the gap that the State attempted 
to close. The net effect is that the State's strong effort to minimize per-pupil funding 
disparities, offset by large differences in community wealth, yields a net result that Virginia's 
level of funding gaps is about average. 

How do Virginia's outcomes stack up in light of its resource rankings? Many educators 
view the National Assessment of Educational Progress as the most objective and consistent 
standardized test. Virginia's performance on this instrument is reflected below (although the 
reader should note that states are not mandated to administer this test, so there are not always 
50 participants): 

4th Grade Reading Achievement (1998) 
Number of Students at Proficient Level 
Number of Students at Proficient 
or Basic Levels 

8Ih Grade Reading Achievement (1998) 
Number of Students at Proficient Level 
Number of Students at Proficient 
or Basic Levels 

gth Grade Writing Achievement (1998) 
Number of Students atproficient Level 
Number of Students at Proficient 
or Basic Level 

4th Grade Mathematics Achievement (1996) 
Number of Students at Proficient Level 
Number of Students at Proficient 

or Basic Level 

gth Grade Mathematics Achievement (1996) 
Number of Students at Proficient Level 
Number of Students at Proficient 

or Basic Level 

8Ih Grade Science Achievement (1996) 
Number of Students at Proficient Level 
Number of Students at Proficient 
or Basic Level 

30%, 1 2 ' ~  out of 39 states 

64%, 14 '~  

33%, 9th out of 36 states 

78%, 

27%, 6th out of 35 states 

88%, 2"* 

19%, 25th out of 43 states 

62%, 2oth 

21%, 22"* out of 40 states 

58%, 23'" 

27%, 1 9 ' ~  out of 40 states 

59%, 20th 



Virginia students surpass national norms for reading and writing achievement, but they 
perform at average levels on mathematics and science tests. Virginia's scarce supply of 
qualified math and science teachers, noted earlier, presumably contributes to this effect. 
Overall, though, the performance of Virginia's students seems favorable relative to the level 
of resources invested in their education. 

"Quality Counts" provides still more data to portray the level of educational opportunities in 
the various states. 

Statewide pre-Kindergarten enrollment Yes (Virginia is 1 of 26 states 
with such a program) 

% of High Schools Offering Advanced 
Placement Course in 1993: 83%, 12" (national average is 60%) 

% of 8Ih Graders Taking Algebra (1996) 29%, 1 2 ' ~  (out of 40 states reporting) 

% of 16-19 Year Olds Not in School and 
Not Having a Diploma 7%, loth lowest 

% of High School Graduates Enrolling in 
2 or 4 Year Colleges 55%, ~ 7 ' ~  highest 

% of 4th Graders in Classes of 25 or Fewer 
Students 82%, 1 lth out of 38 states reporting 

% of gth Graders in Classes of 25 or Fewer 
Students 66%, 16Ih out of 35 states 

Virginia is generally above average in providing educational opportunities for students, 
although the college enrollment rate is a little below national norms. 

How about state oversight of K-12 education processes? "Quality Counts" rates Virginia as 
the 7'h best state in the nation for the standards it sets and the accountability measures it has 
put in place. 

Some other comparative data, from the United States Census Bureau, provides clues about 
the relative economic status Virginians enjoy: 

Ranking in household income (1998) 10"' $43,354 
Ranking for persons below poverty level 

(lowest % is best), 1998 5th 8.8% 
Ranking in homeownership rate (1998) 26th 69.4% 
Ranking in retail sales per household (1998) 1 lth $27,565 
General State government revenue per capita (1997) 37Ih $2,685 


























































