
Literature on Weights in State Funding Formulas:  
Three reports from the Education Commission of the States 

At‐Risk / Low Income (pages 2 – 9):  At‐risk students are most often defined as 

students who qualify for free or reduced priced lunches through the National 

School Lunch Program, meaning that their family income falls below 130 percent 

or 185 percent of the federal income poverty line, respectively.  Studies have 

found a connection between providing additional funding for these at‐risk 

students and increased academic success. 

Forty‐three states, plus the District of Columbia, provide additional funding for at‐

risk students, either through their school funding formula or through a categorical 

funding program.  Alaska, Delaware, South Dakota, and Idaho do not have 

programs to fund at‐risk students.  The remaining three states are either 

transitioning to a new funding system or have an unfunded program. 

Limited English Proficiency / English Language Learners (pages 10 – 16):  

Research is clear that English language learners (ELLs) perform better 

academically and achieve greater language proficiency when they have high‐

quality English language instruction.  Like all supplemental services, these 

supports require additional funding above the average per‐student amount.  

Thirty‐four states allocate money for ELLs through their state’s primary funding 

formula.  Accounting for ELL students through adjustments in their formula 

provides equity, transparency and predictability to school districts. ELLs are 

accounted for in funding formulas three primary ways: weights, dollar amounts 

and teacher allocations. 

Special Education (pages 17 – 23):  State funding for students with disabilities is 

becoming increasingly important as service costs rise and the federal share of the 

cost drops.  While all states provide some funding for students with disabilities, 

the way funds are distributed to districts varies greatly from state to state. This 

50‐state review focuses on states’ primary funding mechanisms for students with 

disabilities.  It clarifies strengths and weaknesses of these mechanisms and 

provides other funding considerations. Tables at the end of the brief offer a 50‐

state comparison. 
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POLICY 
ANALYSIS

In recent decades, states and 
districts have moved toward 
making education more 
equitable. A key component of 

equity in education is providing 
additional funds for economically 
disadvantaged students, 

commonly referred to as “at-risk 
students.” At-risk students are 
most often defined as students 
who qualify for free or reduced 
priced lunches through the 
National School Lunch Program, 
meaning that their family income 
falls below 130 percent or 185 
percent of the federal income 
poverty line, respectively. Studies 
have found a connection between 
providing additional funding 
for these at-risk students and 
increased academic success. 
However, there is discrepancy 
between states on how at-risk 
students are funded and how 
much additional money they 
receive. 

FORTY-THREE STATES 
plus the District of 
Columbia provide 
additional funding for 
at-risk students, either 
through their school 
funding formula or 
through a categorical 
funding program.

Four states – 
ALASKA, DELAWARE, 
IDAHO and SOUTH 
DAKOTA do not have 
programs to fund 
at-risk students. The 
remaining three states 
are either transitioning 
to a new funding 
system or have an 
unfunded program. 

The Importance of At-Risk Funding
EMILY PARKER AND MICHAEL GRIFFITH

DIG IN. 
Discover how states 
approach priority 
education issues.

ALTHOUGH THERE ARE MORE 

THAN 20 METHODS THAT 

STATES USE TO DETERMINE A 

STUDENT’S AT-RISK STATUS, 

A MAJORITY OF STATES USE 

THE STUDENT’S ELIGIBILITY 

FOR THE NATIONAL SCHOOL 

LUNCH PROGRAM AS A 

DETERMINING FACTOR.
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As shown in Figures 1 and 2, at-risk students, on average, have lower standardized test scores on math and 
reading assessments in both 4th and 8th grade.1 

This trend follows students throughout their educational careers – the graduation rate for at-risk students is 
a full 16 percentage points lower than the high school graduation rate for students not eligible for the free or 
reduced price lunch program, as shown in Figure 3.

Studies have found that additional education funding can make a lasting impact on the learning outcomes 
for at-risk students. A National Bureau of Economic Research working paper showed that a sudden increase 
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FIGURE 1: Percent of Students Testing Proficient 
or Above on NAEP, by National School Lunch 
Program Eligibility 
Math, 2015

FIGURE 1: 4-Year High School Graduation Rates, by National School Lunch Program Eligibility 
Public High Schools, 2015

FIGURE 2: Percent of Students Testing Proficient 
or Above on NAEP, by National School Lunch 
Program Eligibility  
Reading, 2015

Source: U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences National Center for Education Statistics 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences,  
National Center for Education Statistics 
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in spending resulting from a court order or from legislative reforms caused gradual increases in the relative 
achievement of students in low-income districts.2 A second study found evidence that an increase in 
spending on pupils from poor families led to higher rates of educational attainment, higher lifetime earnings 
and a reduction in the incidence of adult poverty. However, the study did not find similar results for children 
from non-poor families.3 Together, these studies show that investing additional funds in schools with a high 
population of at-risk students can improve educational outcomes for those students.

HOW IS AT-RISK FUNDING ALLOCATED TO DISTRICTS?
Policymakers in many states have recognized that low-income students require additional resources to reach 
their educational potential. Education Commission of the States found that, 43 states plus the District of 
Columbia provide additional funding for at-risk students. States provide this additional funding to at-risk 
students either through the state’s primary school funding formula or through grant programs outside of the 
formula commonly referred to as “categorical” funding. 

Education Commission of the States found that 24 states that provide aid to at-risk students do so through 
the state’s primary funding formula. States can adjust their formulas for at-risk students by either providing an 
additional dollar amount per student or by increasing the spending on each at-risk student with an additional 
weight. For example, Maine provides each at-risk student with an additional weight of .15 in their formula – 
which means that at-risk students included in Maine’s formula receive 15 percent more funding than general 
education students. Some states have more sophisticated systems for distributing at-risk funding. In Colorado, 
each at-risk pupil receives funding equal to at least 12 percent, but no more than 30 percent, of its total per-
pupil funding. As a district’s percentage of at-risk population increases above the statewide average (roughly 
37.2 percent), an increased amount of at-risk funding is provided.

Categorical programs are created by legislatures outside of the state’s primary formula to fund a specific 
purpose (e.g., after-school programs, early learning or summer school) or for specific student groups, such 
as at-risk. Education Commission of the States found that 21 states distribute additional funding to at-risk 
students through categorical aid programs. An example of this can be seen in Arkansas, where funding for 
at-risk students is provided through a categorical program. The state’s at-risk program provides funding to 
districts on a sliding scale based on the percentage of students who qualify for the National School Lunch 
Program. The higher the percentage of National School Lunch Program students, the more money the school 
receives per at-risk pupil.

IDENTIFYING AT-RISK STUDENTS
States use different methods to identify at-risk students. While most states use qualification for the federal free 
and reduced priced lunch program as a proxy, there are other indicators of economic disadvantage that states 
use. Examples of this include Connecticut, which considers students who are eligible for federal assistance 
under Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act at-risk; Vermont, where their at-risk proxy is 
determined by whether or not the family qualifies for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and 
Indiana, which uses the percentage of students receiving free textbooks as an indicator of at-risk status. 
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AT-RISK FUNDING IN STATES
Table 1 shows whether the 50 states and the District of Columbia fund at-risk students through their funding 
formula or through a categorical program, as well as the name of the funding program, the way in which states 
determine the number of at-risk students at each school and district and the funding amount that goes to at-
risk students. 

TABLE 1: AT-RISK FUNDING MODELS BY STATE

STATE TYPE PROGRAM NAME METHOD FOR IDENTIFYING AT-RISK 
STUDENTS

AMOUNT

Alabama Categorical Assistance program for 
at-risk students

Unsatisfactory academic performance Additional $100 

Arizona Weighted in the 
formula

K-3 Reading Program Unsatisfactory academic performance Additional 0.040 weight

Arkansas Categorical National school lunch 
state categorical 
funding

National School Lunch Program FY 2013: 
>90%: $1,549 
70%-90%: $1,033 
<70%: $517

California Categorical Supplemental Grant National School Lunch Program, 
English language learners, foster 
youth

20% of the adjusted base grant

Concentration Grant National School Lunch Program, 
English language learners, foster 
youth

>55%: 50% of the adjusted base grant 

Colorado Categorical At-risk funding National School Lunch Program 
(free only), unsatisfactory academic 
progress for English language learners

Between 12% and 30% depending on at-risk 
percentage

Connecticut Weighted in the 
formula

Poverty count Title I eligible Additional 33%

District of 
Columbia

Weighted in the 
formula

At-risk student 
funding

Homeless, foster youth, an over-age 
high school student, Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families eligible, 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program eligible

FY 2015: Additional $2,079

Florida Categorical Supplemental 
Academic Instruction 
Funds

Focus on elementary schools with 
unsatisfactory academic performance 
in language arts

FY 2015: $642,089,342 

Georgia Weighted in the 
formula

Remedial program Unsatisfactory academic performance Sufficient funds to pay the beginning 
salaries for instructors needed to provide 20 
additional days of instruction for 10 percent 
of the full-time equivalent count

Hawaii Weighted in the 
formula

Economically 
disadvantaged count

National School Lunch Program Additional 0.1 weight
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STATE TYPE PROGRAM NAME METHOD FOR IDENTIFYING AT-RISK 
STUDENTS

AMOUNT

Illinois Categorical GSA Grant Eligible for: Medicaid, Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program, 
Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families, or Children’s Health 
Insurance Program

<15%: $355 
15%-100%: [294.25 + (2,700 Low-income 
percentage)^2)] X low-income pupils

Indiana Categorical Complexity Grant Eligible for free textbooks FY 2015: Additional $4,587

Iowa Weighted in the 
formula

At-risk programs National School Lunch Program 0.48 times the percentage of pupils in a 
school district, grades 1-6 who are eligible 
for free and reduced price meals, multiplied 
by the enrollment in the school district, plus 
0.156 times the enrollment of the school 
district

Kentucky Weighted in the 
formula

At-risk student 
amount

National School Lunch Program  
(free only)

Additional 15%

Louisiana Weighted in the 
formula

At-risk students National School Lunch Program 1.22 times the base amount

Maine Weighted in the 
formula

Economically 
disadvantaged 
students

National School Lunch Program Additional weight of 0.15

Maryland Categorical Compensatory 
education enrollment 
count

National School Lunch Program 97% of the annual per pupil foundation 
amount 

Massachusetts Weighted in the 
formula

Low-income status National School Lunch Program FY 2016: $2,809

Michigan Categorical At-risk One of the following: Unsatisfactory 
academic performance, child abuse 
victim, pregnant or teen parent, family 
history of school failure, incarceration, 
or substance abuse, enrolled at a 
priority school. OR 

Two of the following: National School 
Lunch Program, habitual truancy, 
homeless, migrant, English language 
learners, recent immigrant (three 
years), over-age high school student

FY 2016: $389,695,500 

Additional 11.5% 

Minnesota Categorical Compensatory Pupil 
Units

National School Lunch Program (full 
count for free, half count for reduced 
price lunch)

Compensatory revenue = (basic formula 
allowance – $415) x .6 x compensatory pupil 
units

Mississippi Weighted in the 
formula

At-risk component National School Lunch Program (free 
only)

Additional 5%

Missouri Categorical Free and reduced price 
lunch weighting

National School Lunch Program Assigns a weight of 1.2 or 1.3 if population is 
above minimum threshold 
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STATE TYPE PROGRAM NAME METHOD FOR IDENTIFYING AT-RISK 
STUDENTS

AMOUNT

Montana Categorical At-risk student 
payment

Title I eligible FY 2015: $5.149 million

Nebraska Weighted in the 
formula

Poverty student count National School Lunch Program Sliding scale based on the percentage of 
poverty students: 

-No additional funding for the first 5% 
-0.0375 for 5 - 10% 
-0.075 for 10 - 15% 
-0.1125 for 15 - 20% 
-0.15 for 20 - 25%
-0.1875 for 25 - 30% 
-0.225 for more than 30% 

Nevada Categorical Victory Schools 
Program

Funding will be allocated to schools 
with the lowest student achievement 
levels in the 20 poorest zip codes in 
the state 

$50 million over two- year pilot program

New Hampshire Weighted in the 
formula

Differentiated aid for 
free and reduced-price 
meal eligible students

National School Lunch Program Additional $1,780.63

New Jersey Weighted in the 
formula

At-risk pupil weight National School Lunch Program FY 2017: 
<20%: Additional 0.41 
>20% and <40%: sliding scale 
>40%: 0.46

New Mexico Weighted in the 
formula

At-risk index Three-year average of:  
1)Title 1 eligibility 
2) English language learners  percent 
3) Measure of student mobility

Three-year average total rate x 0.0915 = 
at-risk index

New York Weighted in the 
formula

Extraordinary needs 
pupil count

National School Lunch Program, 
students in poverty, ELL, sparcity 
count

(National School Lunch Program and 
poverty) X 0.65 + (ELL) X 0.5 + (sparcity 
count) 

North Carolina Categorical At-risk student 
services

Title I eligible At-risk formula: Every LEA receives the 
following:  
1. Funding equivalent to a school safety 
officer salary ($37,838) per high school 
2. Remaining funds allocated based 50% on 
Federal Title I headcount ($329.77/pupil) and 
50% on allotted ADM ($88.37/pupil)

Categorical Disadvantaged 
students supplemental 
funding

Students living in a single parent 
family, students below poverty line, 
students who have at least one parent 
with less than a high school degree

<80%: One additional teacher salary for every 
238.4 DSSF population 
80%-90%: one additional teacher salary for 
every 273.0 DSSF population 
>90%: one additional teacher salary for every 
420.0 DSSF population
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STATE TYPE PROGRAM NAME METHOD FOR IDENTIFYING AT-RISK 
STUDENTS

AMOUNT

North Dakota Weighted in the 
formula

Weighted ADM for 
students eligible 
for free or reduced 
lunches

National School Lunch Program Additional 0.025

Ohio Categorical Economically 
disadvantaged index 
for a school district

Title I eligible, National School Lunch 
Program, recipient of public assistance

$272 X ((# at-risk students in district/# at-
risk students in state)^2 X # at-risk in district) 

Oklahoma Weighted in the 
formula

Economically 
disadvantaged weight

National School Lunch Program Additional 0.25

Oregon Weighted in the 
formula

Poverty weight Students in poverty (census), foster 
youth, living in facilities for neglected 
or delinquent children

Additional 0.25

Rhode Island Weighted in the 
formula

Student success factor National School Lunch Program Additional 40%

South Carolina Categorical Students at risk of 
school failure

Medicaid, National School Lunch 
Program, unsatisfactory academic 
performance

FY 2015: Additional 0.20 ($79,551,723)

Tennessee Weighted in the 
formula

K-12 at-risk class size 
reduction

National School Lunch Program FY 2016: Estimated at $542.27 per identified 
at-risk student

Texas Weighted in the 
formula

State compensatory 
education

National School Lunch Program District’s adjusted allotment X 0.2 X 
educationally disadvantaged students 

Utah Categorical Enhancement for At-
Risk Students Program

Unsatisfactory academic performance, 
National School Lunch Program, 
English language learners, mobility

FY 2015: $24,376,400 
minus gang prevention: $1,200,000 = 
$23,176,400 

Vermont Weighted in the 
formula

Poverty ratio SNAP Additional 25%

Virginia Categorical Remedial education 
payments for federal 
free lunch participants

National School Lunch Program  
(Free only)

Between 1% and 13% based on the 
percentage of at-risk students

Washington Categorical Learning Assistance 
Program

National School Lunch Program FY 2015: Additional $463 per at-risk student

West Virginia Categorical Allowance for 
alternative education 
programs 

Net enrollment $18 per student

Wyoming Weighted in the 
formula

Economically 
disadvantaged youth

National School Lunch Program If >150% of state average, additional $500 
per at-risk student

Notes: 

1. Alaska, Delaware, Idaho and South Dakota do not have programs to fund at-risk students.

2. Kansas is currently using a block grant system to fund K-12 education while they transition to a new system.

3. Pennsylvania is transitioning to a new funding formula, which, when fully implemented, will provide additional funding for at-risk students.

4. Wisconsin has a program for children at-risk of not graduating from high school in statute, but the program is currently unfunded.
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State funding mechanisms for English language learners 
By Maria Millard 

January 2015 

Research is clear that English language learners (ELLs) perform better academically and achieve greater 
language proficiency when they have high-quality English language instruction.1 Like all supplemental 
services, these necessary supports require additional funding above the average per-student amount.  

The federal government provides grant funding to states through Part A of Title III to help ELLs with 
language acquisition and meeting content standards. While Title III dollars offer some support, a 2012 
survey found that Title III officials and district administrators believe the funds are helpful but 
insufficient for ELL services. To address such shortages, 46 states allocate additional state funding 
dedicated to supporting ELLs.   

The mechanisms through which ELL funds are allocated can be confusing at best. Without a 
comprehensive understanding of school finance, it is difficult for policymakers to determine what 
changes are needed to better support their ELL students.  

Familiarity with ELL funding allows policymakers to evaluate their own funding models against those 
from other states, make adjustments and use their state funds to further drive innovation.  

This brief provides a clear and detailed description of the three ways in which states finance ELLs. Tables 
at the end of the document shows each state’s ELL funding mechanism.  

Trends in State Laws 

ELL Funding 

ELL funding mechanisms 

46 states provide some additional funding for ELLs in three primary ways:  
 Formula Funding: 34 states fund ELL programs through their state’s primary funding

formula. Of the states that use student weights in their formula, weights range from
9.6 percent (Kentucky) to 99 percent (Maryland) per ELL student.

 Categorical Funding: Nine states fund ELL programs through a line in the budget that
exists outside of the state’s primary funding formula.

 Reimbursements: Three states reimburse districts upon submission of the costs of
educating ELL students.
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Formula Funding 

Thirty-four states allocate money for ELLs through their state’s primary funding formula. Accounting for 
ELL students through adjustments in their formula provides equity, transparency and predictability to 
school districts. ELLs are accounted for in funding formulas three primary ways: weights, dollar amounts 
and teacher allocations. 

 Weights are applied evenly across a state’s school districts and are designed to provide fair
levels of funding for all students. This model accounts for ELLs by multiplying a base funding
amount per student (an amount deemed sufficient to educate a general education student to
meet state standards) by an additional weighting factor. Weight factors vary depending on the
perceived level of the student’s educational needs.2 Some states adjust their ELL weights based
on student language proficiency levels or on the density of ELL students within a district.
Weights for ELL students range from 9.6 percent (Kentucky) to 99 percent (Maryland).

 Dollar amounts are used to account for ELL students in the formula by setting a single amount
per ELL. Although this strategy may appear to be a categorical expenditure (explained in the
next section), these dollar amounts are part of the formula, not separate.

 Teacher allocations account for ELLs in their state’s primary funding formula through staffing
costs. For example, Tennessee’s formula provides districts with funding for an additional
teaching position for every 30 ELLs and an additional interpreter position for every 300 ELL
students.

Considerations 
Formula funding is a popular mechanism because funds tend to be more insulated from budgetary cuts. 
Formula funding is considered: 

 Predictable
 Reliable
 Transparent
 Equitable
 Simple

Formula funding does not, however, always guarantee that the additional funds will be spent on ELLs. 
Most formulas do not contain mandates on how funds are spent. State formulas simply allocate funds to 
districts, and districts decide how ELL funds are used.   

State Example 
California’s Local Control Funding Formula is a new and simplified funding formula that weights ELLs 
rather than relying on categorical funding (explained in the next section). It is drawing national attention 
for being transparent and straightforward, and for empowering local districts to choose how to best 
spend their resources.3  

Categorical Funding 

Nine states allocate funds for ELLs through categorical programs, which are provided outside of the 
state’s primary funding formula and allot money for specific programs through line items in the budget. 
State distribution of categorical funds is like the distribution of gift cards. For example, a district will get 
a designated allocation from the state that can only be spent on ELLs. 

Considerations 
States have been moving away from categorical funding in recent years. A 2008 analysis found that ELL 
funding was one of the most common categorical programs. Since then, 29 states have decreased their 
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use of categorical funding generally, and ELLs are no longer one of the most common targets for 
categorical funds.4 States still using categorical funding for ELLs tend to do so because it guarantees that 
state funds earmarked for ELLs are being used accordingly. 

While categorical funding for ELLs ensures that districts spend money to support student language 
acquisition, opponents argue the funding is too narrowly directed and thereby limits district and school 
flexibility. Critics argue that decisions on how to most appropriately use funds are more easily 
determined at the local level.5  

A challenge faced by districts is that the amount of funding received depends on ever-changing state 
budgets, thereby creating uncertainty. Categorical funding is considered: 

 Less transparent
 More unstable and unpredictable
 More complicated
 Rule oriented
 More paperwork

State Example 
The Colorado Department of Education 
determines the amount of money for each 
district based on number of ELLs and the 
amount of state appropriations.6 

Reimbursement 

Three states provide districts with ELL funding through reimbursements. Reimbursement funding is 
provided outside of the state’s primary funding formula. Reimbursements are made to districts upon 
actual costs accrued. Reimbursements are made only upon the approval of the state superintendent. 
Reimbursement also tend to gives states the opportunity to limit funding to specified expenses. For 
example: 

 Michigan requires that funds be used solely for instruction in speaking, reading, writing or
comprehension of English.7

 Wisconsin requires that funds only be used for personnel salaries and special books and
resources used in the program, or other expenses as approved by the state superintendent.8

Considerations 
Through a reimbursement model, policymakers can account for how state money is being spent. Such a 
model also ensures: 

 Higher reporting standards
 Better tracking of state funds

While such accountability may be appealing, there are several challenges with reimbursement models: 
 Unstable: funding is subject to budgetary decisions
 Paperwork intensive
 There is no guarantee that all expenses with be reimbursed
 Restrictive

A 2012 report  found that per-child funding 
through Title III totaled less than $120 in seven 

states but exceeded $300 in four states. The 
discrepancy is related to the way that ELL 
students are counted — through sampling 
rather than actual district or state counts. 

Source: American Institutes for Research
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State Example 
Illinois requires districts to keep an accurate, detailed and separate account of all monies paid out for 
ELL programs, including transportation costs, and must annually report the average per-pupil 
expenditure. School districts are reimbursed for the amount that exceeds the average per-pupil 
expenditure for children not in any special education program. At least 60 percent of transitional 
bilingual education funding received from the state must be used for the instructional costs of 
transitional bilingual education. Districts must submit 
applications to the state superintendent for preapproval.9 

Discussion

As ELL populations continue to rise, states may need to make 
adjustments to their current funding strategies. Understanding 
how state dollars are allocated for ELLs is critical because it 
allows policymakers to make more informed school finance 
decisions. Whichever mechanism a state uses, the funding level must match the services students need 
to move them from ELL education to mainstream education. Equity and adequacy are critical for the 
successful implementation of ELL programs. 

State ELL Funding Mechanisms 

The following charts provide state-level information on ELL funding. Table I shows the mechanism type: 
formula funding, categorical funding or reimbursement funding. Table II shows the additional weight, 
teacher allocation amount or dollar amount for formula-funded states. 

Table I: Funding Mechanisms 

State Formula Funding Categorical Funding Reimbursement No State Funding 

Alabama X 

Alaska X 

Arizona X 

Arkansas X 

California X 

Colorado X 

Connecticut X 

Delaware X* 

Florida X 

Georgia X 

Hawaii X 

Idaho X 

Illinois X 

Indiana X 

Iowa X 

Kansas X 

Kentucky X 

Louisiana X 

Maine X 

Maryland X 

Massachusetts X 

States with the largest 
share of ELL students 

 Nevada: 31%
 California: 24.3%
 New Mexico: 18.5%

Source: National Center for 
Education Statistics
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Michigan X 

Minnesota X 

Mississippi X 

Missouri X 

Montana X 

Nebraska X 

Nevada X 

New Hampshire X 

New Jersey X 

New Mexico X 

New York X 

North Carolina X 

North Dakota X 

Ohio X 

Oklahoma X 

Oregon X 

Pennsylvania X 

Rhode Island X 

South Carolina X 

South Dakota X 

Tennessee X 

Texas X 

Utah X 

Vermont X 

Virginia X 

Washington X 

West Virginia X 

Wisconsin X 

Wyoming X 

Total 34 9 3 4 

* Delaware’s Unit for Academic Excellence (UAE) funding program provides additional funding to districts based on
their total student counts (for every 250 students, each district receives one teaching position). While the UAE funds
can be spent on ELLs, they are not designated as ELL funds.

Table II provides a deeper look at the variations within states that fund ELLs through their state’s 
primary funding formula. These states use one of three options: weights, dollar amount or teacher 
allocations.  

 Weights (26 states) add an additional amount of funding. For example, Maryland’s ELL weight of
99 percent means that an ELL student receives an additional 0.99 or 99 percent of the general
education base amount.

 Dollar amounts (3 states) are a simple dollar allocation per ELL student. For example, Arkansas
provides an additional $305 per ELL.

 Teacher allocations (5 states) account for ELLs in their state’s primary funding formula through
staffing costs. For example, Tennessee’s formula provides districts with funding for an additional
teaching position for every 30 ELLs and an additional interpreter position for every 300 ELL
students.
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Table II: More Information on States with Formula Funded Allotments 

State Weight Dollar Amount Teacher Allocation 

Alaska 20% 

Arizona 11.5% 

Arkansas An additional $305/ELL 

California 20% 

Connecticut 15% 

Florida 14.7% 

Georgia ELL ratio 7:1 

Hawaii 18% 

Iowa 22% 

Kansas 39.5% 

Kentucky 9.6% 

Louisiana 22% 

Maine 50% to 70%, depending 
on density of ELLs 

Maryland 99% 

Massachusetts 7% to 34%, depending 
on grade level 

Minnesota $700 times the greater 
of 20 or the number of 

eligible ELLs 

Missouri 60% 

Nebraska 25% 

New Hampshire Additional $684.45/ ELL 

New Jersey 50% 

New Mexico 50% 

New York 50% 

North Carolina ELL ratio: 20 to 1 

North Dakota 20% to 30%, depending 
on students’ language 

ability 

Oklahoma 25% 

Oregon 50% 

Rhode Island 

South Carolina 20% 

South Dakota 25% 

Tennessee ELL ratio: 30 to 1 plus an 
interpreter for every 300 ELLs 

Texas 10% 

Vermont 45% 

Virginia ELL ratio: 1,000 to 17 

Washington $930/ELL student 

Wyoming ELL ratio: 100 to 1 
*Note: As categorical funding allotments are subject to change with each budget cycle, and reimbursement
payments depend on expenditures and funding levels, Table II does not provide dollar amounts for those funding
mechanisms.
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About 13 percent of all public school students receive special educational 
services and state spending for these students is rising.1 In Michigan, 
for example, spending rose 60 percent from 2000 to 2010.2 While 
service costs have been increasing, the share of the costs covered by 
federal funding has been decreasing.3 Six years ago, the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) covered 33 percent of the cost 
of educating students with disabilities. In 2014, that number dropped 
to 16 percent. As a result, states and districts are scrambling to pick up 
a greater share of the tab leading them to rethink their state’s funding 
mechanisms.

While all states provide some funding for students with disabilities, the 
way funds are distributed to districts varies greatly from state to state. 
This 50-state review focuses on states’ primary funding mechanisms for 
students with disabilities. It clarifies strengths and weaknesses of these 
mechanisms and provides other funding considerations. Tables at the 
end of the brief offer a 50-state comparison.

State funding for students with disabilities

Maria Millard & Stephanie Aragon

State funding for 
students with 

disabilities is becoming 
increasingly important 

as service costs rise 
and the federal share 

of the cost drops.

Five states fund students 
with disabilities through 
reimbursements. 

Twelve states fund students 
with disabilities through 
categorical funds.

Thirty three states fund 
students with disabilities 
through their state’s primary 
funding formula.

JU
N
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State Funding for Students with 
Disabilities 50-State Database

ECS 50-STATE REVIEW
Dig in. Discover how states approach priority education issues.    
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Overview of state funding systems
States tend to use different terminology to define their funding systems. For example, what one state may call a block grant another will 
call a categorical program. For simplicity and comparability purposes, this brief uses the following terms for state funding mechanisms 
and subcategories:  

 � Formula funding: weights, dollar allocations and staff-based allocations.

 � Categorical funding.

 � Reimbursement funding.

Since students with disabilities require additional resources to meet their educational needs, many states have moved toward complex 
financing with several components or streams of revenue.4 These sophisticated methods of finance are important; however, this report 
focuses only on states’ primary funding mechanisms. It does not focus on catastrophic, extraordinary or excess cost funding nor does it 
address transportation funding. Education Commission of the States’ State Funding Programs for High-Cost Special Education Students 
by Michael Griffith addresses these issues. 

Formula funding
Thirty three states and the District of Columbia provide money for students with disabilities through their primary funding formula. 
Adjustments for students with disabilities are multiplied by the base funding amount — an amount deemed sufficient for general 
education students to meet state standards. Adjustments are made in three primary ways: weights, dollar amounts and staff-based 
allocations. See the ECS 50-State database for more information on Students with Disabilities: Formula Funding. (For an overview of  
state funding formulas, see Griffith’s Understanding State School Funding report.)

Categorical funding
Twelve states provide money for students with disabilities through categorical funds, allocated outside of the state’s primary funding 
formula. These funds may be referred to as block grants or flat grants. Distribution of these funds is like the distribution of gift cards: 
districts receive a designated allocation from the state that can only be spent on students with disabilities. Levels of funding for 
categorical programs are dependent on state appropriations. See the ECS 50-State database for more information on Students with 
Disabilities: Categorical Funding.

Reimbursement funding
Five states provide money for students with disabilities through reimbursement funding, also allocated outside of the state’s 
primary funding formula. School districts must annually report the detailed components of their spending to the state, ensuring that 
policymakers can account for how state money is being spent. Reimbursement rates vary across states and — in all states but Wyoming 
— are only a portion of actual special education costs, often straining districts’ budgets. See the ECS 50-State database for more 
information on Students with Disabilities: Reimbursement Funding.

Funding mechanism comparisons
While formula funding is the most popular mechanism used by states, there are reasons states choose alternative strategies. Each 
mechanism comes with its own benefits and challenges that policymakers should consider when designing a funding system for special 
education.
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Benefits:

 � Formula funding: Provides equity, transparency and predictability to school districts.

 �  Categorical funding: More easily guarantees that earmarked state funds are being used accordingly and allows for more
targeted use of funds.

 � Reimbursement funding: Creates transparency, higher reporting standards and better tracking of state funds.5

Challenges:
 � Formula funding: Policymakers have less oversight as to how districts spend funds.

 �  Categorical funding: Funding is narrowly directed, limiting district and school flexibility, and tends to be a less stable and
predictable funding source.

 �  Reimbursement funding: Funding is more restrictive, paperwork intensive and subject to budgetary limits.6

Student counts for funding purposes
Adding to the complexity in state funding mechanisms is the ways in which states account for students 
with disabilities. States use either student counts, or a fixed percentage of students — often referred to 
as “census” counts.

The most common systems for special education student counts are average daily attendance (ADA), 
average daily membership (ADM) or enrollment of students. Six states make use of a system that 
does not rely on student counts but assumes that all districts have the same percentage enrollment 
of special education students. This system is known as a census-based system. This type of count is 
often used by states as a way to discourage over-identification of special education students. However, there is concern about the 
disconnection between the state aid received and the actual number of students with disabilities or the cost to educate them. 

Innovative state strategies

 �  Multiple weights: While some states provide only one weight for special education, others weight students based on disability
categories (mild, moderate, severe) or by particular disability (hearing impaired, developmental delays). Texas uses an
innovative system with funding levels based on where the student is educated (resource room, homebound, vocational class, 
etc.). This system is applauded because it is less focused on labeling students and more concerned about their particular needs.

 �  Full funding: Wyoming is the only state that reimburses districts for 100 percent of the actual cost for educating students with
disabilities.

 �  Research-based funding: While many states fund students with disabilities based upon what they can afford, Maryland
established its primary funding formula based on adequacy cost studies that identified a base funding level plus weights for
students with disabilities that is proven sufficient to educate students to meet state standards. Other weighting categories in the 
formula are also informed by adequacy cost studies.

As states confront the realities of rising costs, funding adjustments are often necessary for the continual support of students with 
disabilities. States are permitted to change their special education funding mechanisms as long as they maintain funding at or above 
the previous year’s funding amount, as required by IDEA.8 Understanding how state dollars are allocated is critical because it allows 
policymakers to make more informed school finance decisions.  

Special education is 
the most common 
categorical funding 

program.7 
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Funding mechanisms by state
The following charts provide state-level information on students with disabilities funding. Charts are organized by funding mechanisms:

 � Formula funded

 � Categorical

 � Reimbursement

While states may use a combination of mechanisms, they have been placed into categories based on their primary funding mechanism. 

Formula funded 
Thirty three states and the District of Columbia fund students with disabilities through the state’s primary funding formula. Students with 
disabilities are accounted for through weights (single or multiple), staff-based allocations or dollar allocations. For more information on 
each state’s weight values and funding allocation, see ECS’ 50-state database on Formula Funding.

State
Type of  

Formula Funding Method of Determining Student Count
Alabama Staff-based allocation Census-based

Alaska Single weight Census-based

Arizona Multiple weights Prior year’s 100th day ADM

Connecticut* N/A Student count on Oct. 1

Delaware Staff-based allocation Student count on Sept. 30

District of 
Columbia**

Multiple weights Student count on or before Oct. 15

Florida Multiple weights Multiple program membership surveys

Georgia  Staff-based allocation A full-time equivalent formula which includes the count of segments of the school day for each 
student enrolled in special education

Idaho Staff-based allocation Census-based

Indiana Dollar allocation Student count on Dec. 1

Iowa Multiple weights Student count on or before Nov. 1

Kansas Single weight Actual counts of students enrolled and receiving services

Kentucky Multiple weights Student count on Dec. 1

Louisiana Single weight Student count on Feb. 1

Maine Multiple weights Student count on Dec. 1*** 

Maryland Single weight The greater of the number of special education students for the prior fiscal year or the number of 
special education students for the second prior fiscal year

Mississippi Staff-based allocation Student count on Dec. 10

Missouri Single weight ADA above the state threshold of 12.6 percent

New Hampshire Dollar allocation ADM

New Jersey Dollar allocation Census-based

New Mexico Multiple weights Student count on Dec. 1

New York Single weight ADA weighted by the fraction of the school day that the student is enrolled in the public school 
programs

North Dakota Single weight ADM

Ohio Dollar allocation ADM compiled continuously throughout the school year
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Oklahoma Multiple weights The highest of weighted average daily membership for the school district of the two preceding 
school years

Oregon Single weight Based on ADM but may not exceed 11 percent of the district’s ADM without review and approval 
by the Department of Education

Rhode Island Single weight The number of students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch

South Carolina Multiple weights The cumulative 135-day ADM of each school district by program classification

South Dakota Dollar allocation Based on the district’s state aid fall enrollment and the December child count

Tennessee Staff-based allocation A weighted ADM count based on attendance months two (12.5 percent), three (17.5 percent), six 
(35 percent) and seven (35 percent)

Texas Multiple weights The number of full-time equivalents in that instructional arrangement and subtracted from the ADA 
figure

Utah Dollar allocation Previous five year’s average ADM data. The state also adds a growth factor equal to the change in 
ADM three years prior compared to two years prior.

Virginia Staff-based allocation ADM

Washington Single weight The lesser of the district’s resident special education annual average enrollment or 12.7 percent

* Connecticut: The state’s funding formula does not specifically designate money for students with disabilities; however, districts use formula funds for such purposes.

** District of Columbia: D.C. is a single school district resulting in a district distribution system that functions differently from traditional state funding systems.

*** Maine: There is a cap of 15 percent of the district’s pupil count for accounting for students with disabilities with limits to how much the count can increase in a
given year. For each special education student above the 15 percent maximum, the unit receives an additional weight of .38.

Categorical
Twelve states provide funding for students with disabilities through categorical funds. For the amount of funding for each state, see ECS’ 
50-state database on  Categorical Funding.

State Method of Determining Student Count
Arkansas Student count on Oct. 1

California Census-based

Colorado Student count on Dec. 1

Hawaii**** Individual student need, not enrollment

Illinois The IDEA child count of all students in the state

Massachusetts Census-based

Minnesota Adjusted ADM. Beginning in Fiscal Year 2016, the state will transition to a more census-based method 
that accounts for overall district average daily membership served, poverty concentration, district size 
and the average costs of educating students with different primary disabilities.

Montana Average Number Belonging, a calculation of the number of students enrolled

Nevada Special education program unit, or teaching positions

North Carolina The lesser of the April 1 handicapped child count or 12.5 percent of the allotted ADM

Pennsylvania Two-year prior student count of students in each cost category

West Virginia Student count on Dec. 1

**** Hawaii is a single school district resulting in a district distribution system that functions differently from traditional state funding systems. 
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Reimbursement
Five states provide funding for students with disabilities through reimbursements. Districts are reimbursed by the state for their actual 
expenditures for students with disabilities. While Michigan and Vermont track student counts as part of reimbursement process, the 
other three states do not. For more information on each state, see ECS’ 50-state database on Reimbursement Funding.

State Reimbursement Rate Method of Determining Student Count
Michigan Reimbursement: 28.6 percent Two pupil counts are used: students with an IEP (head count) and 

the special education full-time equivalent count. Each student is 
counted only once and represents a full person, regardless of the 
setting in which they are educated.

Nebraska Reimbursement has varied from 51 percent to 
57 percent since 2010.

N/A

Vermont Reimbursement: 60 percent of the statewide 
average salaries for special education teaching 
positions and special education administrators

ADM

Wisconsin Reimbursement: 26.79 percent N/A

Wyoming Reimbursement:100 percent N/A
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