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FINDINGS SNAPSHOT: 

 +  On average, Majority White districts in St. Louis 

receive and spend more funding per student than 

/CLQTKV[�$NCEM�FKUVTKEVU�
OGFKCP�FKHHGTGPEG��ǭ��������
OQTG�TGEGKXGF�CPF��������OQTG�URGPV�KP�������������
The highest spending majority White district spent 

�������
PGCTN[������OQTG�RGT�UVWFGPV�VJCP�VJG�JKIJGUV�
spending majority Black district and 2.4 times (about 

���������OQTG�RGT�UVWFGPV�VJCP�VJG�NQYGUV�URGPFKPI�
districts.

 +  On average, majority Black districts receive a greater 

portion of their funding from state sources (31% vs. 

14%), while majority White districts draw more from 

NQECN�UQWTEGU�
����XU�������

 + This is problematic for at least 3 reasons:

 f  Missouri provides very little state-level 

funding for education. As a percentage of 

total revenues only one other state (NH) 

provides less.

 f  The state mechanism for filling the gaps in 

local funding (the Foundation Formula) is 

fundamentally inequitable.

 f  State education funding is volatile because 

it is appropriated each year by politicians. 

In its 15 years of existence, the Foundation 

Formula has only been fully funded 3 times.

THE ST. LOUIS 
REGION’S 
EDUCATION 
FUNDING 
LANDSCAPE IS 
HIGHLY UNEVEN 
AND IT’S NOT 
AN ACCIDENT
 
BACKGROUND SUMMARY: 

Funding for education in our region 

comes mostly from local sources (56%), 

followed by state sources (30%), followed 

by federal sources (7%). Local funding 

is inequitable; state funding is volatile; 

federal funding is restrictive. High-need 

districts disproportionately feel all of these 

shortcomings. The Foundation Formula is 

Missouri’s way of determining how much 

state funding a district receives, and several 

aspects of it are inequitable by design.

SELECTED NEXT STEPS  

 Î  Grow broad community understanding of 

the structural inequities in the St. Louis 

regional education landscape including 

the Foundation Formula and its structural 

weaknesses and potential paths for 

improvement toward equitable funding. 

 Î  Grow next-level education partnerships to 

organize and strategize on equity-centered 

advocacy to redesign education funding and 

accountability mechanisms, including the 

Missouri Foundation Formula. 

 Î  In partnership with diverse stakeholders, 

identify statewide advocacy targets. Potential 

options include modifying the Foundation 

Formula to ensure equity is centered by, for 

example, removing Hold Harmless provisions 

that ensure that already privileged school 

districts receive funding in excess of what the 

Formula otherwise says they need.

Î FUNDING
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BACKGROUND
 
+P�VJG���������UEJQQN�[GCT��/KUUQWTK�RWDNKE�UEJQQNU�URGPV�LWUV�QXGT�������DKNNKQP16 to educate �������17 
UVWFGPVU��#DQWV�JCNH�
�����QH�VJGUG�HWPFU�ECOG�HTQO�NQECN�CPF�EQWPV[�IQXGTPOGPV�EQHHGTU��#PQVJGT�����ECOG�
HTQO�VJG�UVCVG�CPF����ECOG�HTQO�VJG�HGFGTCN�IQXGTPOGPV��6JKU�NGXGN�QH�UVCVG�HWPFKPI�RWVU Missouri in 49th18 
place for state revenue as a percentage of total revenue. These three sources, local, state, and federal, provide 
the bulk of funding for education in our region. Here are the essentials to know about each. 

LOCAL FUNDING: THE 
HIGHLY INEQUITABLE AND 
REGRESSIVE LARGEST 
PIECE OF THE PIE 

Local funding makes up the greatest wedge of the 
education funding pie in Missouri (and 21 other 
states,19 including the District of Columbia). Most 
of those local dollars come from property taxes on 
residences, farms, and businesses. Other sources 
QH�NQECN�HWPFKPI�KPENWFG�����QH�FQNNCTU�IGPGTCVGF�
by a statewide sales tax known as Proposition C, 
a state-assessed railroad and utility tax, and other 
local taxes, including those at the municipal or 
county level. We have more to say about the use 
of local property taxes to directly fund education… 
and we say it in Section 6! Right now we’ll just 
say that there is vast variation in property wealth 
by district, so this funding source alone is highly 
inequitable and regressive, with districts with 
low levels of property wealth (and usually higher 
proportions of low income students with greater 
needs due to structural inequities) receiving less 
funding. 

STATE FUNDING: THE 
GREAT EQUALIZER...AT 
LEAST IN THEORY

How much funding a district receives from 
the state is determined through the Missouri 
Foundation Formula. Despite being the result 
of legal action (Committee for Educational 
Equality v. State of Missouri, 1993) that found 
VJG�RTGXKQWU�U[UVGO�QH�GFWECVKQP�ƓPCPEG�VQ�DG�

unconstitutionally inequitable, the current formula 
has received low marks for still being inequitable 
and inadequately transparent.20 However, in 
2009, the state Supreme Court found the Formula 
to be in keeping with the state’s constitutional 
commitment to education, which makes no 
stipulations about quality, equity, or adequacy, 
CPF�UKORN[�TGSWKTGU�����QH�UVCVG�TGXGPWG�VQ�IQ�VQ�
education. 

STICK WITH US HERE
We’re going to walk through the logic of the 

current Foundation Formula because you’ve got 

to know the rules to break them, or rather, make 

them more equitable. [Check out the infographic 

for a visual map of the our explanation.]

In theory, though, the Formula is supposed21 to 
ensure adequacy by providing all students with 
the resources needed to succeed. The Formula is 
largely based on the number and type of students 
in a given district and on the local funds it can 
draw on. It calculates a “revenue entitlement” 
representing the total amount of local and state 
dollars a district is “entitled” to receive, and then 
it subtracts out the local component to leave the 
state funding responsibility. That entitlement is 
calculated based on three factors:

1.  A given district’s attendance or “weighted 
average daily attendance,” including 
enrollment of students that tend to be 
more costly to educate (e.g., students with 
disabilities, students receiving free and 
reduced price lunch, and students with limited 
'PINKUJ�RTQƓEKGPE[���
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2.  The state’s determination of the cost 
of educating one student, or the “state 
adequacy target.” For the 2020-2021 school 
[GCT��VJKU�COQWPVU�VQ��������RGT�YGKIJVGF�
average daily attendance. It is calculated 
based on the operating expenditures of 
“performance districts” divided by their 
attendance. Performance districts are defined 
in state statute22 as those that have met 
all the indicators on the Missouri Schools 
Improvement Program (MSIP) Annual 
Performance Report (APR).

3. �#�EQUV�QH�NKXKPI�OQFKƓECVKQP�QT�ŬFQNNCT�XCNWG�
OQFKƓGT�ŭ�6JKU�OQFKƓGT�CNNQVU�OQTG�HWPFKPI�
to districts located in parts of the state 
where costs (e.g., salaries, maintenance, 
transportation, building supplies, etc.) are 
higher. 

Once a district’s entitlement is calculated, the state 
then determines the “local effort,” or the share 
of that entitlement that should come from local 
funding sources. Local effort is determined using 
assessed property values from 2004 (for reasons 
and with regressive implications discussed below), 
local taxes collected for education during the 2004-
�����UEJQQN�[GCT��CPF�C�ƔCV�GUVKOCVGF�NQECN�VCZ�TCVG�
QH�������RGT������QH�CUUGUUGF�RTQRGTV[�XCNWCVKQP��
The state is on the hook for the balance left over 
when a district’s local effort is subtracted from its 
revenue entitlement. The Formula makes use of 
multiple “hold-harmless” provisions that ensure 
that a district’s funding can only go up from the 
2005-2006 levels when the formula was last set. 

What it theoretically 
costs for a district to 
educate its students.

AKA a district’s “Local Effort”

What a district can 
theoretically raise 
at the local level.

What the state 
will provide to 

the district.

Based on assessed property 
valuations from 2004 and an 

assumed local tax levy of  
0.00343.

If the state legislature votes to 
not fully fund the Foundation 
Formula, the State Adequacy 
Target is adjusted downward 

to meet the level that 
the state decides to fund. 

AKA a district’s 
“Revenue 

Entitlement”

The cost per student of an 
“adequate” education. Calculated 

by summing the operating 
expenditures of “performance 

districts” and dividing that by the 
total average daily attendance of 

performance districts. 

Performance districts are 
those that met all state 

standards in the prior year’s 
Annual Performance Report.

In 2019, all 115 performance 
districts were majority White, 

with a median White enrollment 
of 95.1% and a median average 

daily attendance of 561.

A cost-of-living adjustment that allocates 
additional funding to districts that operate 

in more expensive (in terms of salaries, 
materials, etc.) parts of the state.

Adjusted for proportions of students that are eligible for 
Free or Reduced Price Lunch, students with 

Individualized Education Programs, and English 
Language Learners in excess of the average proportions 

of those students in performance districts. 

STATE 
ADEQUACY 

TARGET

WEIGHTED
AVERAGE DAILY

ATTENDANCE

DOLLAR
VALUE

MODIFIER

THE BASICS OF THE STATE FOUNDATION FORMULA
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The original price tag for the state’s portion of the 
(QTOWNC�YCU������OKNNKQP�KP�������+V�YCU�VQ�DG�
phased in over seven years, and for a few years 
it was on track. Then the recession hit. In 2009, 
legislators TGOQXGF�C����ECR�QP�HQTOWNC�URGPFKPI�
growth,23 believing that revenues would grow 
fast enough to keep up (they didn’t). For these, 
among other reasons, the Foundation Formula 
YCU�QPN[�HWNN[�HWPFGF�HQT�VJG�ƓTUV�VKOG�KP�����24—
after adding the spending cap back—and again in 
����25 and 2019.26 Due to COVID-19, �����OKNNKQP27 
will be withheld from funding the Foundation 
Formula in 2020. 

As this yo-yoing history shows, state funding 
for education can be quite volatile because it is 
re-appropriated every year. This volatility makes 
RNCPPKPI�FKHƓEWNV��GURGEKCNN[�HQT�JKIJGT�PGGF�
districts that disproportionately rely on state 
funding. 
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FEDERAL: RESTRICTIVE 
AND WANING FUNDING

The United States Constitution outlines education 

as a responsibility borne primarily at the state 

and local levels. In keeping with this, the federal 

government has historically contributed funds to 

supplement—not replace—state and local funds. 

Federal funds tend to be programmatic or grant-

DCUGF�CPF�CNUQ�VGPF�VQ�HQEWU�QP�URGEKƓE�ITQWRU�QH�
students, including low-income students, students 

with disabilities, and English language learners. 

Some examples of these programs include Title 

I (also known as No Child Left Behind and later, 

after some changes, the Every Student Succeeds 

Act) and the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act. Because of the targeted nature of 

these programs, federal funds tend to come with 

more restrictions. 

Federal dollars have decreased28 in the past 

decade from a high of 0.49% of GDP in 2010 to 

0.20% in 2020. 

INEQUITABLE BY DESIGN 

You might hope, at least in theory, that local, 

state, and federal support for education would 

purposefully come together to even the playing 

ƓGNF�CPF�GPUWTG�GXGT[�UVWFGPV�KU�RTQXKFGF�VJG�
funding they need to get a quality education. It 

turns out there are structural reasons and tactics 

used by policymakers to subvert that intent. 

Some of these reasons, like the direct reliance on 

property taxes and other local sources of funding, 

will be discussed in Section 6. A few others to note 

at this point are some major shortcomings in the 

Foundation Formula. 

4 OF THE MAJOR FLAWS OF THE 
MISSOURI FOUNDATION FORMULA

1.  THE HOLD-HARMLESS PROVISION.  
IN SHORT: THE STATE, BENDING 
TO LEGAL PRESSURE, BUILT A 
FOUNDATION FORMULA THAT DID 
MORE TO ENSURE ADEQUATE AND 
EQUITABLE FUNDING FOR ALL 
STUDENTS, BUT LEGISLATORS BUILT 
A BACK DOOR OUT OF IT FOR THE 
DISTRICTS THAT WERE FAVORED 
BY THE OLD SYSTEM. “Hold harmless” 
measures keep a school district’s state funding 
from decreasing by allowing them to receive 
funds based on the old Foundation Formula 
if the current (2006) formula would give them 
less funding of the two.  
 
In other words, this provision tends to keep 
funds going to districts that do not need them, 
which may be why, between 1995 and 2014, 
Missouri was one of few states whose state and 
local funding became more regressive.29  
 
In the 2019 school year, ���30 (about one third) 
QH�VJG�����UEJQQN�FKUVTKEVU�KP�VJG�UVCVG�YGTG�
held harmless. While these measures were 
intended to ease the transition to the current 
formula and ensure an ever-growing funding 
base for education, they also preferentially 
UJWPV�HWPFU�VQ�UOCNN�CPF�QT�YGCNVJ[�UEJQQN�
districts instead of redirecting them to districts 
with higher need.

THE HOLD-HARMLESS PROVISION 

IS, IN FACT, HARDLY HARMLESS FOR 

MANY LOW-INCOME DISTRICTS. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

FEDERAL FUNDING DOLLARS

0.49%
0F GDP 

ALLOCATED

IN 2010

0.20%
0F GDP 

ALLOCATED

IN 2020
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HERE ARE SOME WAYS THAT HOLD-
HARMLESS PLAYS OUT IN PRACTICE:

 f  Districts with fewer than 350 students are 
guaranteed at least as much total state 
funding as they received in 2005-2006. 
Education policy scholar James Shuls 
explains,31 “In theory, this means a school 
district could lose almost all of its students 
and still receive the same amount of total 
dollars as it received in 2005–06. Missouri 
City School District #56 is an example. In 2011, 
the school district dropped from 33 students 
VQ�����6JG�VQVCN�UVCVG�EQPVTKDWVKQP�TGOCKPGF�
the same. As a result, the school district’s per-
RWRKN�GZRGPFKVWTG�TQUG�HTQO���������RGT�RWRKN�
VQ���������RGT�RWRKN�ŭ�5JWN�HQWPF�VJCV��KP�������
the five highest-spending school districts 
in the state all took advantage of the hold-
harmless provision. They had an average 
FKUVTKEV�YKFG�GPTQNNOGPV�QH����UVWFGPVU��

 f  Districts with more than 350 students receive 
at least the level of state funding per Weighted 
Average Daily Attendance as they did in 
2005–06.

 f  The property wealth hold harmless measure 
benefits districts with high property values. 
By using 2004 property value assessments, 
the formula underestimates the ability of 
property-wealthy districts to raise revenue. 
In ��������32 14 of the 22 public school 
districts in St. Louis County received extra 
“hold-harmless” funding, including some of 
the wealthiest districts in the state. These 
FKUVTKEVU�TGEGKXGF�CDQWV�����OKNNKQP�KP�UVCVG�
funding in excess of what the Foundation 
Formula says they need. Brentwood received 
CP�CFFKVKQPCN������RGT�CXGTCIG�FCKN[�
attendance, Ladue received an additional 
������CPF�%NC[VQP�TGEGKXGF�CP�GZVTC������RGT�
ADA. As the same report points out, “St. Louis 
County districts with student populations 
of less than 50 percent [free and reduced 
lunch] benefit disproportionately, receiving 

more than half of all hold-harmless dollars 
allocated within the county. In fact, five out of 
eight of these districts are property wealthy 
and wouldn’t be eligible for any state revenue 
under the Foundation Formula without the 
hold-harmless provisions” (emphasis added). 

2.  STATEWIDE BALLOT PROPOSITIONS CAN 
BYPASS THE FORMULA.  
Statewide funding propositions are allowed 
to bypass the Foundation Formula and be 
distributed without consideration of need. The 
biggest example of this is Proposition C,33 a 
���UVCVG�UCNGU�VCZ�RCUUGF�KP�������VJCV�CYCTFU�
districts the UCOG�����34 per weighted daily 
attendance, regardless of local funding ability.

3.  VALUING “PERFORMANCE” IN PRACTICE 
VALUES WHITE SCHOOLS. 
The cost of education in the Foundation 
(QTOWNC��QT�VJG�5VCVG�#FGSWCE[�6CTIGV�KU�FGƓPGF�
by “performance” school districts, or schools 
that scored perfectly on the state’s annual 
performance report.35 These districts tend to 
be disproportionately small and White when 
compared to districts in the St. Louis region. In 
2019, all 115 performance districts were majority 
9JKVG�YKVJ�C�OGFKCP�9JKVG�GPTQNNOGPV�QH�������
and a median average daily attendance of 561 
students (see appendix for data).

4.  FUNDING BY ATTENDANCE MISSES 
UNDERSERVED STUDENTS. 
By tying funding to average daily attendance, 
school districts with high numbers and 
proportions of low-income students, students 
with disabilities, and English language learners 
(groups who are all more likely to be transient 
and chronically absent36) lose funding for 
students that actually cost more to educate. 
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 DISTRICT DEMOGRAPHICS 
SOURCE: MO DESE 

 +  % BLACK 

THE PERCENT OF 2018-2019 

ENROLLMENT THAT WAS BLACK

 +  % WHITE 

THE PERCENT OF 2018-2019 

ENROLLMENT THAT WAS WHITE

 +  % LATINX 

THE PERCENT OF 2018-2019 

ENROLLMENT THAT WAS HISPANIC

 +  % FRL 

THE PERCENT OF 2018-2019 

ENROLLMENT THAT QUALIFIED FOR 

FREE OR REDUCED PRICE LUNCH

 +  % ENGLISH LEARNER 

THE PERCENT OF 2018-2019 

ENROLLMENT WHOSE native 
language is not English37

 +  % SPECIAL EDUCATION 

THE PERCENT OF STUDENTS IN 

2018-2019 WITH INDIVIDUALIZED 

EDUCATION PROGRAMS (IEPS) 

DUE TO INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY, 

EMOTIONAL DISTURBANCE, SPECIFIC 

LEARNING DISABILITY, OTHER HEALTH 

IMPAIRMENT, AUTISM, OR SPEECH/

LANGUAGE IMPAIRMENT

DISTRICT REVENUES 
SOURCE: DISTRICT COMPREHENSIVE 

ANNUAL FINANCIAL REPORTS (CAFRs)* 

 +  LOCAL REVENUE PER STUDENT 

FUNDING RECEIVED IN 2018-2019 

FROM LOCAL DISTRICT PROPERTY 

TAXES DIVIDED BY ENROLLMENT

 +  STATE REVENUE PER STUDENT 

FUNDING RECEIVED IN 2018-2019 

FROM THE STATE DIVIDED BY 

ENROLLMENT

 +  FEDERAL REVENUE PER STUDENT 

FUNDS RECEIVED IN 2018-2019 FROM 

THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT DIVIDED 

BY ENROLLMENT

 +  OTHER REVENUE PER STUDENT 

FUNDS RECEIVED IN 2018-2019 NOT 

DERIVED FROM LOCAL, STATE, 

FEDERAL GOVERNMENTS. 

Note: Each of the indicators were examined 
by district as well as for majority White and 
majority Black districts. These classifications 
were made using 2018-2019 enrollment data 
from the Missouri Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education (MO DESE). 

WHAT WE 
LOOKED AT

$32,000

$30,000

$28,000

$26,000

$24,000

$22,000

$20,000

$18,000

$16,000

$14,000

$12,000

Majority Black Districts (n=7)
Majority White Districts (n=19)

Max: $25,618

Max: $19,925

Med: $15,285

Min: $12,012
Med: $13,587

Min: $11,672
$10,000

Avg: $15,237
Avg: $16,035

ON AVERAGE MAJORITY WHITE DISTRICTS 
RECEIVE MORE FUNDING PER STUDENT 

THAN MAJORITY BLACK DISTRICTS

The highest earning majority 
White district, Brentwood, 
received $5,693 (nearly 30%) 
more per student than the 
highest earning majority Black 
district, SLPS.

Brentwood received over 2.0 
times more (about $14,000) 
per student than the lowest 
earning districts (both 
majority White [Mehlville] and 
majority Black [Riverview 
Gardens]).

Median
revenue 

per student
in 2018-19

$13,587
Majority Black 

Districts

$15,285
Majority White 

Districts

This is problematic for at least 3 reasons:

Missouri provides very little state-level funding for education. As a 
percentage of total revenues, only one other state (NH) provides less.

The state mechanism for filling the gaps in local funding (the Foundation 
Formula) is fundamentally inequitable.

State education funding is volatile because it is appropriated each year. 
In its 15 years of existence, the foundation formula has only been fully 
funded 3 times.

1

2

3

Majority Black districts receive a greater portion of their funding from 
state sources, while majority White districts draw more from local sources.

Average revenues per student 
by source for majority Black 

districts in 2018-2019

State
$4,758 

Federal
$1,664

Local
$8,806  

Other
$9 

Average revenues per student by 
source for majority White 

districts in 2018-2019

31%

58%

11% 0%

$15,237

State
$2,321  

Federal
$468

Local
$13,153  

Other
$92 

14%

82%

3% 1%

$16,035

TOTAL REVENUE PER STUDENT IN 2018-2019

WHAT WE FOUND
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DISTRICT EXPENDITURES 
SOURCE: DISTRICT COMPREHENSIVE 

ANNUAL FINANCIAL REPORTS (CAFRs)*

 +  TOTAL EXPENDITURES PER STUDENT  

ALL DOLLARS SPENT BY A DISTRICT  

IN 2018-2019 DIVIDED BY ENROLLMENT

 +  GENERAL EXPENDITURES  

PER STUDENT  

FUNDS TYPICALLY USED FOR 

GENERAL OPERATING EXPENDITURES 

INCLUDING NON-CERTIFIED 

EMPLOYEES’ EXPENDITURES, PUPIL 

TRANSPORTATION COSTS, OPERATION 

OF PLANT, FRINGE BENEFITS, STUDENT 

BODY ACTIVITIES, COMMUNITY 

SERVICES, THE FOOD SERVICE 

PROGRAM, AND ANY EXPENDITURES 

NOT REQUIRED OR PERMITTED TO BE 

ACCOUNTED FOR  

IN OTHER FUNDS.

 +  SPECIAL EXPENDITURES PER STUDENT  

FUNDS TYPICALLY USED FOR 

EXPENDITURES FOR CERTIFIED 

EMPLOYEES INVOLVED IN 

ADMINISTRATION AND INSTRUCTION 

INCLUDING REVENUES RESTRICTED 

BY THE STATE AND LOCAL TAX LEVY 

ALLOCATIONS FOR TEACHER SALARIES 

AND CERTAIN BENEFITS.

 +  DEBT SERVICE EXPENDITURES  

PER STUDENT  

FUNDS TYPICALLY USED TO ACCOUNT 

FOR THE ACCUMULATION OF 

RESOURCES FOR AND THE PAYMENT 

OF PRINCIPAL, INTEREST AND FISCAL 

CHARGES ON LONG-TERM DEBT.

 +  CAPITAL IMPROVEMENT  

EXPENDITURES PER STUDENT 

FUNDS TYPICALLY USED TO  

ACCOUNT FOR THE PROCEEDS 

OF LONG-TERM DEBT, TAXES AND 

OTHER REVENUES RESTRICTED FOR 

ACQUISITION OR CONSTRUCTION OF 

MAJOR CAPITAL ASSETS AND ALL 

OTHER CAPITAL OUTLAY.

*Note: Our financial numbers likely differ 
from DESE numbers. This is largely 
because DESE data excludes some types 
of expenditures including capital outlay, 
debt service, community services, non-
instruction/support, adult education, and 
Title I expenditures. Using data from CAFRs, 
we were able to include these categories of 
spending that DESE leaves out, though we 
cannot pinpoint spending in most of these 
additional categories with the exception of 
capital outlay and debt service. 

WHAT WE 
LOOKED AT

$32,000

$30,000

$28,000

$26,000

$24,000

$22,000

$20,000

$18,000

$16,000

$14,000

$12,000

$10,000

Max: $30,329

Max: $21,917

Med: $15,516

Min: $12,060

Avg: $15,892

Med: $13,441

Min: $12,068

Majority Black Districts (n=7)

Majority White Districts (n=19)

Avg: $17,777

ON AVERAGE MAJORITY WHITE DISTRICTS SPEND MORE 
PER STUDENT THAN MAJORITY BLACK DISTRICTS

The highest spending majority 
White district, Clayton, spent 
$8,412 (nearly 40%) more per 
student than the highest 
spending majority Black 
district, Normandy.

Clayton also spent 2.4 times 
more (about $18,000) per 
student than the lowest 
spending districts (both 
majority White [Bayless] 
and majority Black [Riverview 
Gardens])

Median
expenditure 
per student
in 2018-19

$13,441
Majority Black 

Districts

$15,516
Majority White 

Districts

Because of COVID-19, the Foundation Formula for the 2020-21 school 
year will fall short by $123M —which will disproportionately hurt 
majority Black schools that rely more heavily on state funding.

Because of the extra room in the budget, majority White schools are 
able to spend more on capital improvement projects; they are also 

able to take on more debt.

Average expenditures per 
student by source for majority 

Black districts in 2018-2019

Average expenditures per 
student by source for majority 

White districts in 2018-2019

Special
$7,375

Special
$8,365

Debt 
Service
$1,117

General
$5,845  

General
$5,141  

Capital 
Improvements

$1,141 

Capital 
Improvements

$2,275 

48%

38%

7%
7%

$15,892

47%

29%
11%

13%

$17,777

Debt 
Service
$1,994

TOTAL EXPENDITURE PER STUDENT IN 2018-2019

THE ST. LOUIS REGION’S INEQUITABLE
EDUCATION FUNDING LANDSCAPE
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MAJORITY 
WHITE SCHOOL 
DISTRICTS 
SPEND MORE 
PER STUDENT

The current Foundation 
Formula was passed by 
legislators in 2005 with the 
stated purpose of ensuring 
adequate funding for education 
in all of Missouri’s school 
districts and leveling the 
RNC[KPI�ƓGNF�DGVYGGP�RTQRGTV[�
rich and property-poor districts. 
#PF�[GV��KP����������VJG�OGFKCP�
White school district received 
���������QT�����OQTG��RGT�UVWFGPV�
EQORCTGF�VQ���������HQT�VJG�
median majority Black school 
district. Theoretically, such 
a difference should happen 
only if the students in the 
higher paid district cost more 
to educate (e.g., receive free or 

reduced cost lunch, are English 
language learners, or have a 
learning disability). If anything, 
the exact opposite is more likely 
to be the case, which makes this 
funding difference all the more 
inequitable. 

Take, for example, the majority 
White and majority Black 
districts that received the most 
HWPFKPI��+P�������$TGPVYQQF�
TGEGKXGF��������QT�PGCTN[�
����OQTG�RGT�UVWFGPV�VJCP�
5.25�
��������XU������������
This is despite the fact that 
SLPS enrolled a much higher 
proportion of students that are 
more costly to educate: while 
one in four of Brentwood’s 
students are eligible for free 
QT�TGFWEGF�EQUV�NWPEJ�������QH�
SLPS’ students qualify. SLPS 
also enrolls more students 
with special education needs 
and that are English language 
learners.

WEALTHY WHITE 
DISTRICTS GET 
MORE STATE 
FUNDING THAN 
THEY SHOULD 
BECAUSE OF 
HOW THE 
FOUNDATION 
FORMULA WAS 
STRUCTURED

Brentwood gets more than its 
fair share of funding because 
the funding system ensures it. 
As discussed in the Background 
section, the hold harmless 
provisions in the Foundation 
Formula allow Brentwood to 
receive extra funding based on 
lower property valuations from 
2004 despite the fact that its 
property has increased in value 
considerably since then. The 
hold harmless policy, which 

27 | Î FUNDING 



YCU�KPVGPFGF�VQ�UGV�C�ƔQQT�HQT�
education funding and ease the 
transition to the Formula when 
it was created, today ensures 
that Brentwood and other 
districts like it get state dollars 
that they do not actually need 
based on their current property 
YGCNVJ��+P�����������$TGPVYQQF�
received an GZVTC������RGT�
average daily attendance.32 

That property wealth is why 
majority White school districts 
get a much larger portion of 
their funding from local sources 

����EQORCTGF�VQ�����HQT�
majority Black school districts). 
6JG�ƔKR�UKFG�QH�VJKU�KU�VJCV�
majority Black school districts, 
in addition to generally getting 
fewer dollars per student 
overall, rely more heavily on 
state funding than majority 
9JKVG�UEJQQN�FKUVTKEVU�
����QH�
HWPFKPI�XU������QH�HWPFKPI���
Majority Black school districts 
also get a larger portion of 
their funds from the federal 
IQXGTPOGPV�
����XU�����HQT�
majority White school districts). 

NOT ALL 
FUNDING 
SOURCES  
ARE EQUAL

Where education dollars come 
from matters. First, majority 
Black school districts are 
disproportionately dependent 
on the state of Missouri for 
dollars—and Missouri provides 
very little state-level funding 
for education. As a percentage 

of total revenues, only one 
other state (NH18) provides less. 
Second, the state mechanism 
HQT�ƓNNKPI�VJG�ICRU�KP�NQECN�
funding (the Foundation 
Formula) is, as we’ve discussed, 
fundamentally inequitable. 
Third, state education 
funding is volatile because it 
is appropriated each year. In 
its 15 years of existence, the 
Foundation Formula has only 
been fully funded 3 times. 
Because of COVID-19, the 
Foundation Formula for the 
2020-21 school year will fall 
short by ����/27–which will 
disproportionately hurt majority 
Black schools. Local funding 
tends to be far more stable. 

ST. LOUIS’ 
MAJORITY 
BLACK 
DISTRICTS HAVE 
LESS TO SPEND 
ON STUDENTS

The natural consequence of 
receiving less funding than 
majority White school districts 
is that majority Black districts 
also spend less per student. In 
���������VJG�OGFKCP�OCLQTKV[�
$NCEM�FKUVTKEV�URGPV���������
per student, while the median 
majority White district spent 
���������%NC[VQP��VJG�JKIJGUV�
spending majority White 
FKUVTKEV��URGPV���������UVWFGPV��
while Normandy, the highest 
spending majority Black district 
URGPV����������#U�YKVJ�TGXGPWG��

a similar pattern emerges: 
Clayton spends more on its 
students despite the fact that 
Normandy’s students are nearly 
10 times more likely to receive 
free or reduced cost lunch. 
The lowest spending districts, 
both majority White (Bayless) 
and majority Black (Riverview 
Gardens), each spent about 
��������RGT�UVWFGPV����������
EQORCTGF�VQ��������ŦVJG�
difference is mind boggling. 
Clayton was deemed the best 
public high school38 in the 
state in 2019. It’s no wonder. We 
should seriously ask ourselves 
why all of our children don’t 
deserve the kind of education 
VJCV���������EQWNF�DW[�VJGO��
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