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accessible to all stakeholders. The latest year of data pre-
sented in this report is 2019 (the 2018-19 school year), 
but we also examine trends in our measures going back 
as far as the mid-1990s. 

In the United States, K-12 school finance is largely con-
trolled by the states. The inner workings of individu-
al states’ systems are complex, often driven by a grid-
work of funding rules and formulas that have evolved 
over decades of political wrangling, legislation and lit-
igation. In many states, only a small group of people 
possess full knowledge of how billions of public dollars 
make their annual migration from states to districts to 
schools and classrooms. 

Yet the stated goal of each of these systems is to provide 
all students, regardless of their backgrounds or circum-
stances, with the opportunity to achieve common (and 
hopefully desirable) educational outcomes.

A handful of states do this reasonably well. But most do not. 

In this report, we evaluate the K-12 school finance systems 
of all 50 states and the District of Columbia. We assess each 
system (and the U.S. overall) using a small set of measures 
focused on how much states leverage their capacity to fund 
schools (fiscal effort), how that money is distributed (pro-
gressivity) and, most importantly, whether it is enough to 
meet common outcome goals (adequacy). 

These three measures are calculated using state-of-the-
art methods and data from over a dozen different sourc-
es. They are designed to provide a succinct but nuanced 
and informative overview of each state’s system that is 
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The measures presented in this report, and many 
others, are freely available to download as part of our 
full state database, along with accessible user guides, 
online data visualization tools and other resources 
at the SFID project website: schoolfinancedata.org

State  
Profiles
Accompanying this 
report are single 
page profiles of 
the school finance 
systems of all  
50 states and D.C.
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ALABAMA 
 Summary: This 2018-19 profile of Alabama's public K-12 school finance system focuses on 

three core indicators from the School Finance Indicators Database: fiscal effort, adequacy, and 
progressivity. On a weighted average of these three measures (see back), Alabama scores 21 
out of 100, which ranks 44th out of the 48 states with possible ratings. 

 

CONTEXTUAL STATS AL U.S. 
Child (5-17yo) poverty rate (%) 20.7 15.8 
Public school coverage (%) 86.1 87.6 
Percent revenue from state sources 55.8 47.6 
Total enrollment (U.S. rank) 737,200 (24) 

 

FISCAL EFFORT 
Fiscal effort is direct state and local K-
12 expenditures in each state as a 
percentage of its “economic capacity,” 
which we measure here in terms of gross 
state product (GSP). 

 

Alabama effort 3.59 % 
U.S. average 3.45 % 

 

 

§ In FY 2019, total direct state and local 
K-12 spending in AL was equivalent to 
3.59% of the state’s economic capacity 
(GSP). 

§ This was 0.14 percentage points 
higher than the unweighted national 
average of 3.45%. 

§ AL's effort level ranks #19 in the nation 
(out of 49). 
   

 

🔎🔎  Effort trend, 2004-2019 
§ There was a decrease of 0.29 percentage 

points in AL's effort during the “K-12 
recovery” period of 2012-2019. 

Net change by period (% pts.) 
Period AL U.S. 
2004-2007 0.50 -0.01 
2012-2019 -0.29 -0.15 
2004-2019 -0.10 -0.30 

 

 

§ Effort increased during the three years 
before the recession, going from 3.69% in 
2004 to 4.18% in 2007. 

§ AL's effort was 0.10 percentage points 
lower in 2019 than in 2004, compared 
with a U.S. average decrease of 0.30 
points during this time period. 
  

ADEQUACY 
Adequacy compares actual per-pupil (PP) 
spending in each state to cost model 
estimates of the amount required to 
achieve U.S. average test scores. These 
comparisons (% difference) are presented 
for 2019, by district poverty quintile, in the 
center graph (the gold diamonds represent 
U.S. averages).  
§ Resources in AL's highest poverty 

districts are severely inadequate. 
§ Spending in these districts is $12,800 

PP lower than the adequacy target 
($23,664), a difference of -54.1%. 

§ This ranks #48 in the U.S. (out of 49). 
§ Across the entire state, 73.0% of AL 

students attend districts with spending 
below estimated adequate levels. 

   

🔎🔎
 Adequacy trend (pov. Q5), 2009-19 

 

 

 
 

§ Adequacy in AL’s highest-poverty 
districts was roughly similar between 
2009 (-56.5%) and 2019 (-54.1%). 

§ During this period, U.S. average 
adequacy in these districts (orange line) 
improved from -29.1% to -17.3%. 
  

PROGRESSIVITY 
Progressivity is the degree to which 
states provide greater resources to 
districts serving higher-need students. 
The center graph is the percentage 
difference in 2019 state and local 
revenue between: 1) lower- (10% 
Census poverty), middle- (20%), and 
higher-poverty (30%) districts and; 2) 
zero-poverty districts, controlling for 
labor costs, size, and population density. 
§ School funding in AL is regressive. 
§ Higher-poverty (30%) districts receive 

13.6% less revenue than zero-poverty 
districts. 

§ This level of progressivity ranks #39 in 
the nation (out of 49). 
  

 

🔎🔎

 Progressivity trend (30v0%), 2002-19 
 

 
§ AL's funding was less regressive in 2019 

(-13.6%) vs. 2002 (-20.7%). 
§ Since the 2007-09 recession, funding in 

the typical state (orange line) is generally 
neither progressive nor regressive. 
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Our results on effort, adequacy, and progressivity can 
be summarized by 10 major findings about the overall 
state of K-12 school finance in the U.S. 

http://www.schoolfinancedata.org
https://www.schoolfinancedata.org/state-school-finance-profiles-2019/


2 | Fourth edition | December 2021

FISCAL EFFORT
How much of states’ capacity goes to K-12 schools?

Fiscal effort (or just “effort”) is total state and local expenditures in each state 
as a proportion of its gross state product. Effort indicators allow one to assess 
how much states leverage their ability to raise revenue, and thus to differenti-
ate states that lack the capacity to meet their students' needs from those that 
simply refuse to devote sufficient resources to their public schools. 

1. THE PROPORTIONS OF STATES’ ECONOMIES 
DEVOTED TO SCHOOLS VARY WIDELY.

Over 3.9%

No data

3.1-3.5%

3.5-3.9%

Under 3.1%

K-12 fiscal effort by state, 2019

See Figure 3 for state estimates and information on measures.

 � Effort ranges from roughly 2.5 percent of gross state 
product in Hawaii and Arizona to 4.5 percent in 
New Jersey.

 � In other words, at New Jersey’s effort level, spending 
in Hawaii and Arizona would increase 80 percent.

2. U.S. AVERAGE EFFORT IS AT ITS LOWEST LEVEL 
IN AT LEAST 20 YEARS.

20192018201720162015201420132012201120102009200820072006200520042003200220012000199919981997
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4.5%

National K-12 fiscal effort trend, 1997-2019

See Figure 5 for information on measures.

 � In 37 states, effort is lower than it was, on average, 
during the four years before the 2007-09 recession.

 � Even after their economies recovered, most states 
failed to reinvest in their schools.

3. DECREASING EFFORT SINCE 2007 “COST” U.S. 
SCHOOLS ALMOST $70 BILLION IN 2019 ALONE.

How would states’ 2019 school funding change if they all restored 
their pre-recession (2004-07) effort levels?

Not available for DC and VT. See Figure 6 for state-by-state estimates.

 � As an illustration, if all states had restored their average 
2004-07 effort levels by 2019, total spending would be $67 
billion (roughly 10 percent) higher.

 � The total cumulative “loss” between 2013 and 2019 is $400 
billion, 9 percent of total spending over this time period.

4. INTERSTATE INEQUALITY OF EDUCATION 
FUNDING IS INCREASING.
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See Figure 7 for information on measures.

 � The gap between the 10 highest- and lowest-spending states 
increased approximately 250 percent between 1998 and 2019.

 � Much of this increase occurred after the 2007-09 
recession, largely because some states restored funding 
but most did not.

6
states’ 
spending 
would 
increase  
20% or more

AZ, FL, HI, ID, IN, MI

17
states’ 
spending 
would 
increase  
10-20%

CA, GA, MA, ME, MI, MT, 
NC, ND, NM, OH, OK, SC, 
SD, TN, TX, WI, WV

14
states’ 
spending 
would 
increase 
1-10%

AL, AR, CO, IL, KY, MD, 
MO, NH, NJ, NV, NY, 
PA, UT, VA

3
states’ 
spending 
would  
not change  
(+/-1%)

IA, MN, NE

9
states’ 
spending 
would 
decrease  
(8 by <10%)

AK, CT, DE, KS, LA, OR, 
RI, WA, WY
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ADEQUACY
Do states spend enough to meet common outcome goals?

Whereas effort measures how hard states work to raise funds for their public 
schools, adequacy addresses whether the amount raised is enough. Our adequa-
cy measures compare each state’s actual education spending, by district Census 
poverty level, to cost model estimates of spending levels that would be required 
in that state to achieve the (modest) common goal of U.S. average test scores.

5. EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY IN THE U.S. IS 
HIGHLY UNEQUAL.
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U.S. school funding adequacy by Census district poverty, 2019

See Figure 9 for information on measures.

 � In states' highest-poverty districts, on average, actual 
spending is 17 percent below estimated adequate levels. In 
18 states, this negative funding gap is more than 30 percent 
under adequate levels.

 � Only 8 states spend below our adequacy targets in their lowest-
poverty (wealthiest) districts, and the average gap is +36 percent. 

6. THERE ARE STARK DISCREPANCIES IN FUNDING 
ADEQUACY BY STUDENT RACE AND ETHNICITY.

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%
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71.2%

57.0%

47.0%

42.5%

36.0%

52.5%% of all students

% of white students

% of Asian students

% of multiracial students

% of American Indian/ 
Alaska Native students

% of Hispanic students

% of Black students

Percent of students in underfunded districts by race and ethnicity, 2019

See Figure 13 for information on measures.

 � Black/African-American and Hispanic/Latinx students are 
twice as likely as white students to be in underfunded districs.

 � Spending is 21 percent below adequate in the typical Black/
African-American student’s district, and 13 percent below for 
the typical Hispanic/Latinx student. In contrast, the average 
white student’s district spends 21 percent above adequate levels.

7. ON AVERAGE, K-12 FUNDING HAS BECOME 
MODERATELY LESS INEQUITABLE SINCE 2009.
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U.S. school funding adequacy trend by Census district poverty, 2009-19

See Figure 10 for information on measures.

 � The average negative funding gap in states’ highest-poverty districts 
improved about 12 percentage points between 2009-19, while the 
positive gap declined about 15 points for the wealthiest districts. 

 � Our adequacy measures begin in 2009, and so we cannot say 
whether this trend represents recovery from the recession or  
a longer-term improvement.

8. STATES COULD CUT THE TOTAL U.S. FUNDING GAP 
IN HALF BY RETURNING TO THEIR EFFORT LEVELS 
FROM JUST 15 YEARS AGO.

How much of their 2019 adequate funding gaps could states close 
if they restored pre-recession (2004-07) effort levels?

DC, HI, VT and WY unavailable. See Figure 17 for state-by-state estimates.

 � Average 2004-2007 effort levels would produce enough 
additional funding to eliminate 2019 funding gaps in 16 
states, and to reduce the gaps more than 50 percent in 7 states.

 � Overall, pre-recession effort levels could reduce the total U.S. 
funding gap by 51 percent.

16
states could 
completely 
eliminate 
funding 
gaps

7
states 
could 
reduce 
gaps by at 
least 50%

9
states 
could 
reduce 
gaps by 
25-50%

4
states 
could 
reduce 
gaps by  
up to 25%

11
no effect: 
effort 
higher in 
2019 vs. 
2004-07
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PROGRESSIVITY
Do high-poverty districts receive more funding than 
low-poverty districts?

Progressive funding systems are those in which higher-poverty districts receive 
more resources than lower-poverty (wealthier) districts. Progressivity (or “fair-
ness”) is important because students from marginalized backgrounds tend to re-
quire more resources than their more affluent peers to achieve the same outcomes. 
Our progressivity measures compare adjusted state and local revenue between 
states’ high-poverty (30% Census poverty) and lowest-poverty (0%) districts.

9. IN MOST STATES, K-12 FUNDING IS EITHER 
REGRESSIVE OR, AT BEST, MODESTLY PROGRESSIVE.

Progressive

Regressive

Flat

No data

Moderate prog.

Moderate reg.

K-12 revenue progressivity by state, 2019

See Figure 19 for state estimates and information on measures.

 � In 20 states, high-poverty districts receive less funding than 
do the lowest-poverty districts (i.e., funding is “regressive”). 

 � In only 12 states do high-poverty districts receive at least 10 
percent more than the lowest-poverty districts.

10. ON AVERAGE, U.S. SCHOOL FUNDING HAS BEEN 
NON-PROGRESSIVE FOR AT LEAST 25 YEARS.
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National K-12 revenue progressivity trend, 1994-2019

See Figure 20 for information on measures.

 � Since 1994, high- and low-poverty districts receive roughly 
the same amount of revenue—i.e., funding is neither 
progressive nor regressive. 

 � But it has improved somewhat, going from nominally 
regressive throughout the 1990s and early 2000s to nominally 
progressive in 2019. 

The primary conclusions from these findings are that the vast 
majority of states are failing to provide adequate and equitable 
funding for their students, and that this failure is due largely 
to policy choices. States, on average, are devoting smaller shares 
of their economies to schools than at any point in the past two 
decades, and the revenue they do raise is in many cases distributed 
inequitably. It is hardly surprising that only a handful of states 
fund their highest-poverty districts adequately.

Yet addressing this problem is not unfeasible. For instance, 
restoring pre-recession effort levels could make a large dent 
in states’ adequate funding gaps. This is not some utopian pipe 
dream—these levels were the reality just 15 years ago. In addition, 
federal funds should be targeted based not only on need but also at 
states in which effort is relatively high but low capacity constrains 
the ability to raise enough revenue to meet students’ needs.

Our findings also highlight the enormous heterogeneity 
of school funding, both within and between states. And, to 
reiterate, the situation is not uniformly bad. There are, in fact, 
a few states in which resources are generally adequate and 
distributed equitably, and there are relatively few that perform 
poorly on all three of our core measures. Such diversity is no 
accident. So long as school finance is primarily in the hands 
of states, the structure and performance of systems is likely to 
vary substantially between those states. 

The upside of this diversity is that it has allowed researchers to 
study how different systems produce different outcomes and, 
as a result, we generally know what a good system looks like. 
It is our hope (and intention) that the data presented in this 
report will inform school finance debates in the U.S., and help 
to guide legislators toward improving their states’ systems.

https://www.schoolfinancedata.org/the-adequacy-and-fairness-of-state-school-finance-systems-2022
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