Four essential principles
for Rhode Island’s
funding formula
A sound funding formula can unlock—and is unlocking—Rhode Island’s potential
for educational excellence. When the General Assembly passed legislation creating
a funding formula in 2010,1 our system of school finance took a giant leap forward.
As we consider next steps, research and common sense tell us that, while there may
be room for refinements, there are four principles to which our formula must adhere.

1. The formula must remain student-centered.

The 2010 formula places students and their needs at the heart of the funding system.
Maintaining this standard will require Rhode Island to:
•
Continue funding local education agencies by average daily membership, so LEAs
receive dollars for the students they serve. This commonsense approach places
Rhode Island among the majority of states that fund LEAs by ADM or enrollment.2
•
Continue funding students based on educational need. Research shows that students who start out with disadvantages often need additional resources to reach
their potential.3 A majority of states weight student funding by income level (like
Rhode Island), English-language learner status and disability status.4 If Rhode
Island adjusts funding for these groups, it must act strategically to avoid creating
perverse incentives that could cause LEAs to over-identify students as disabled
or ELL; that is why the state created a categorical funding stream for students
with disabilities in 2010, rather than adding a weight to the per-pupil formula.5
Still, funding for student need is important and prevents funding inequities that
were commonplace before implementation of the new formula (for example, in
2008, Glocester received $240 more per pupil in state aid than East Providence,
despite having half the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced-price
lunch6).
•
Continue funding students, not programs. Sending dollars to LEAs as per-pupil
funding gives districts the flexibility to adapt to changing demands and to innovate and provide services that best meet their students’ needs.7 As schools move
toward personalized learning and implement new instructional delivery models,
funding flexibility is even more critical. Rhode Island is a national leader in flexible, student-centered funding, and other states are following suit: Between 2008
and 2013, 29 states decreased their number of restricted, categorical funding
programs, while only 14 states increased the number of these programs.8 California is an especially strong example: In 2013, the state streamlined its funding
formula in a fashion very similar to Rhode Island, eliminating dozens of categorical funding streams and funneling those dollars instead toward flexible, studentbased funding.9
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