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Dear Fellow Taxpayer:

Florida’s Constitution recognizes the value of a well-educated populace and makes it a “paramount 
duty” of the state to provide a uniform, efficient, safe, secure, and high-quality system of free public 
schools that allows students to obtain a high-quality education. Funding Florida’s system of public 
schools poses a significant and recurring challenge for state and local governments.

K-12 public education makes up a significant part of state and local budgets. As a barometer for K-12 
spending, government officials use the measure “per-student spending.” For the 2018-19 school year, 
the Florida Legislature appropriated $7,408 per student, the largest per-student appropriation in 
Florida history. This money is appropriated through the Florida Education Finance Program (FEFP), 
the primary means of funding the operating costs of Florida school districts. 

This figure can be misleading since it does not reflect total spending per student --- there are other 
categories of expenditures (e.g., school construction, voter-approved general obligation bonds, pre-
school programs, debt service, capital outlay, etc.) necessary for the operation of public schools that 
are reported separately from FEFP funds. When these costs are included, the “true cost” of educating a 
K-12 public school student during the 2017-18 school year is $10,856.

To be good stewards of education dollars, it is critical that taxpayers have a clear understanding of how 
much education revenue is available, how that revenue is spent, and what it is spent on. Without this 
understanding, taxpayers and policymakers will be unable to determine whether their state and local 
K-12 education investments are cost-effective. Without this understanding, parents will be unable to 
make informed decisions regarding educational programs and services that best meet their children’s 
needs.

In March 2017, TaxWatch released an independent study of the “true cost” of educating a K-12 student 
in Florida that considered all categories of expenditures necessary for the operation of public schools 
that are reported separately from FEFP funds. In this report, Florida TaxWatch provides an update of 
the “true cost” of educating a K-12 public school student in Florida. It is my hope that this will make all 
education budgeting more transparent and permit Florida taxpayers to hold their K-12 public school 
system more accountable.

Sincerely,  

Dominic M. Calabro 
President & CEO
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Per-student spending is an easy-to-use measure by 
which taxpayers can evaluate public school spending 
and efficiency. Most taxpayers, however, have little 
or no idea how much is spent per student in public 
schools. The most commonly reported per-student 
spending figures in Florida are based solely on 
funding provided through the Florida Education 
Finance Program (FEFP). For the 2017-18 school 
year, Florida public schools would have spent an 
average of $7,307 “per student” in FEFP funding.

But this figure, which is published in legislative 
budget summaries and widely cited by the media, can 
be misleading since it does not reflect total spending 
per student. Funding for other programs and services 
(e.g., school construction, voter-approved general 
obligation bonds, pre-school programs, debt service, 
school construction, etc.) is provided to school 
districts in addition to FEFP funding and is reported 
separately from the FEFP.

The Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) 
calculated an average expenditure per unweighted 
FTE based on reported District expenditures for 
the Fiscal Year 2017-18 of $10,856, which includes 
expenditures such as debt service, capital outlay, and 
other funds that are reported separately from FEFP 
funds. Why is it important to include debt service, 
capital outlay, and other K-12 funds in per student 
spending calculations? Because taxpayers should have 
a thorough understanding of how their tax dollars 
are being spent. A more thorough and informed 
understanding of funding sources makes accurate 
school funding more transparent to taxpayers. 
Transparency helps to promote accountability, 
and Florida taxpayers have every right to see how 
government spends their tax dollars.

TaxWatch also compared the true cost of traditional 
district schools to the true cost of two of the largest 
learning options the state currently provides to 

parents and their students -- charter schools and 
private school scholarships. The comparison suggests 
these alternatives are quite cost-effective, and compare 
very favorably to the $10,856 cost of educating a K-12 
public school student. TaxWatch estimates the true 
cost per charter school student for Fiscal Year 2017-
18 to be $7,476. The average maximum scholarship 
available through the Florida Tax Credit Scholarship 
Program, which allows children from low-income and 
working class families to attend private schools, for 
Fiscal Year 2017-18 is $6,447.

It is critical that taxpayers have a clear and complete 
understanding of how much education revenue is 
available, how that revenue is spent, and what it is 
spent on. Without this understanding, taxpayers and 
policymakers will be unable to determine whether 
their state and local K-12 education systems are cost-
effective. Parents will be unable to make informed 
decisions regarding educational programs and 
services that best meet their children’s needs. 

The landscape of public education in the U.S. has 
been changing over the past several decades as 
parents’ options have expanded. Being able to choose 
from a number of high-quality options and to select 
what is best for their child are options that should be 
available to all parents.

PURPOSE
The purpose of this independent research study is to 
determine how much taxpayer money is actually spent 
on each child in the K-12 public education system 
and to create a framework to fairly compare the 
investment in student learning across the education 
spectrum. This study represents an update of the 
March 2017 TaxWatch report entitled ”Finding the 
True Cost of Education in Florida.” The best available 
existing data are from the FY 2017-18 school year. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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INTRODUCTION
The fiscal year 2018-19 budget for the state of 
Florida is $89.3 billion, of which $21.1 billion 
(23.6 percent) is appropriated for K-12 education. 
Only Medicaid ($27.1 billion) receives a larger 
appropriation and has a greater cost to the state 
than K-12 education.1 In addition to $11.9 billion 
in state funding, the K-12 education budget 
includes $7.7 billion provided by local public 
school districts in the form of Required Local 
Effort (RLE), which is based on a state average 
millage rate of 4.091,2 and $1.5 billion generated 
by local school districts through the levying of the 
0.748 Mill Discretionary Local Effort taxes.3 State 
funding makes up 56.5 percent of the total K-12 
education budget, with local funds making up the 
remaining 43.5 percent.

In Florida, much attention is focused on “per-
student spending,” which represents the average 
“unit cost” of one year of public schooling. 
Per-student spending is an easy-to-use measure 
by which taxpayers can evaluate public school 
spending and efficiency; however, per-student 
spending figures in Florida are based solely on 
funding provided through the Florida Education 
Finance Program (FEFP). For the 2018-19 school 
year, the Florida Legislature appropriated $7,408 
per student through the FEFP. 

The FEFP allocates funds to school districts based 
on actual student enrollment, which may change 
over the course of the school year. The Florida 
Department of Education conducts surveys of 
student enrollment twice during each regular 

1 Florida TaxWatch, “The Taxpayer’s Pocket Guide to Florida’s FY 
2018-19 State Budget,” June 2018.

2 Florida Department of Education, “Florida Education 
Finance Program 2018-19 Second Calculation,” July 17, 2018, 
retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/
urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf, December 21, 2018.

3 Florida Department of Education, “Florida Education 
Finance Program 2018-19 Second Calculation,” July 17, 2018, 
retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/
urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf, December 21, 2018.

school year. The original FEFP allocation has 
already been recalculated once during the FY 2018-
19 school year --- from $7,408 to $7,407 in July 
20184. Funding for a number of other programs 
and services (e.g., school construction, debt 
service, voter-approved general obligation bonds, 
pre-school programs, etc.) is provided to school 
districts in addition to the funds provided through 
the FEFP.

A 2010 study by the Cato Institute looked at public 
school spending in the nation’s five largest metro 
areas and the District of Columbia and found that, 
on average, the real or true per-pupil spending in 
these areas was 44 percent higher than officially 
reported.5 Adding expenditures that are generally 
reported separately to commonly cited per-student 
figures nationwide to represent total expenditures 
and current-year dollars raises the average per-
student spending figure by nearly 25 percent.6

Most taxpayers have little or no idea how much is 
spent per student in public schools. When asked 
how much was spent per student, only seven 
percent of Floridians guessed a figure that was 
close to the $9,800 figure reported by the National 
Center for Education Statistics for that year. Sixty-
three percent thought per-student spending in 
Florida was $6,000 or less.7 

4 Florida Department of Education, “Florida Education 
Finance Program 2018-19 Second Calculation,” July 17, 2018, 
retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/
urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf, December 21, 2018.

5 Adam Schaeffer, “They Spend WHAT? The Real Cost of Public 
Schools,” Policy Analysis No. 662, Cato Institute, March 10, 2010.

6 Ibid.

7 Ibid.

http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18192ndCalc.pdf
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THE FLORIDA 
EDUCATION 
FINANCE PROGRAM
The FEFP is the funding formula used to provide 
operating funds to school districts. The FEFP is 
designed to equalize funding across school districts 
and to make sure that every student has access to 
programs and services that are appropriate to their 
educational needs and “substantially equal” to 
programs and services available to similar students 
in any other district. To equalize funding, the FEFP 
considers local property tax bases; educational 
program costs; district cost differentials; and the 
sparsity of the student population.8 

The process for calculating the $20.6 billion FEFP 
allocation for the 2017-18 school year is outlined in 
Appendix A. Dividing the 2017-18 FEFP allocation 
by the number of unweighted full-time equivalent 
student enrollment (2,822,732.74)9 as of July 2018 
produces a per-student spend of $7,307.

8 Florida TaxWatch, “The Florida Education Finance Program,” 
Center for Florida Citizenship, Issue 1.501, retrieved from www.
floridataxwatch.org/resources/pdf/FEFP-Final.pdf, December 21, 
2018.

9 Florida Department of Education, “Florida Education 
Finance Program 2017-18 Final Calculation,” November 2018, 
retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/
urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf, December 21, 2018.

CALCULATING THE 
TRUE COST OF 
PUBLIC EDUCATION
Each school district is required to submit to the 
Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) 
annual financial reports10 that include federal, state, 
and local revenue and expenditures. Expenditures 
were reported for the following fund types for 
Fiscal Year 2017-18:11

• General fund --- used to account for and 
report all financial resources not accounted 
for and reported in another fund;

• Debt service funds --- used to account for and 
report financial resources that are restricted, 
committed or assigned to expenditures 
for principal and interest, or that are being 
accumulated for principal and interest 
maturing in future years;

• Special revenue funds --- used to account for 
and report the proceeds of specific revenue 
sources that are restricted or committed to 
expenditures for specified purposes other 
than debt service or capital projects; and 

• Capital projects funds --- used to account 
for and report financial resources that 
are restricted, committed or assigned to 
expenditures for capital outlays, including the 
acquisition or construction of capital facilities 
and other capital assets.

The FLDOE calculated an average expenditure 
per unweighted FTE based on reported District 
expenditures for the Fiscal Year 2017-18 of 
$10,856,12 which includes expenditures such as 

10 Sections 1011.60(1) and 1010.20, Florida Statutes; SBE Rule 6A-
1.0071, Florida Administrative Code.

11 Florida Department of Education, “Financial and Program 
Cost Accounting and Reporting for Florida Schools 2018,’ 
retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/
urlt/18RedBook.pdf, December 21, 2018.

12 Jefferson County’s financial report data was unavailable at the 
time of posting.

http://www.floridataxwatch.org/resources/pdf/FEFP-Final.pdf
http://www.floridataxwatch.org/resources/pdf/FEFP-Final.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18RedBook.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/18RedBook.pdf
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debt service, capital outlay, and other funds that are 
reported separately from FEFP funds. This figure 
is $3,549 (48 percent) higher than the $7,307 final 
FEFP calculation for Fiscal Year 2017-18.13 

Why is it important to include debt service, 
capital outlay, and other K-12 funds in per-student 
spending calculations? Because taxpayers should 
have accurate information regarding how their tax 
dollars are being spent, and because taxpayers need 
a more thorough and informed understanding of 
funding sources for the operation of public schools, 
for capital improvements, and other purposes. 

A fundamental premise of self-government is 
that citizens and elected officials are sufficiently 
informed to make sound decisions about public 
policy. To satisfy this condition, it is necessary 
that government agencies provide accurate and 
timely data about their activities in a manner that 
is accessible and understandable to the average 
citizen.14 

Since K-12 public education spending is generally 
one of the largest expenditures in states’ budgets, 
it is especially imperative that state departments 
of education provide complete, timely, and 
understandable financial data to the public. 
Without a complete and informed understanding 
of how public schools are funded, taxpayers are 
deprived of the ability to make informed decisions 
about public school funding. At a time when state 
and local budgets are severely strained, it is crucial 
that spending decisions reflect sound and informed 
judgment.15

13 Florida Department of Education, “Florida Education 
Finance Program 2017-18 Final Calculation,” November 2018, 
retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/
urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf, December 21, 2018.

14 Cato Institute, “Why Fiscal Transparency Matters,” 2013, 
retrieved from www.cato.org/cracking-books/why-financial-
transparency-matters, December 20, 2016.

15 Ibid.

COMPARISONS 
OF PER-STUDENT 
SPENDING
Traditional Public Schools, Charter 
Schools, and Private Schools
The above analysis suggests that a “truer” cost of 
educating a K-12 student in a traditional public 
school is $10,856 annually. To help taxpayers and 
policymakers determine how best to allocate the 
resources across all K-12 learning options, there is 
value in comparing this cost estimate to the cost 
of educating a K-12 student in a public charter 
school or with a private school scholarship. This 
determination will also enable parents to make 
informed decisions regarding educational programs 
and services that best meet their children’s needs.

Charter schools are public schools that are 
created and operate under the terms of an 
agreement (“charter”) between the school and 
the local district school board. The charter frees 
these schools from many regulations created for 
traditional public schools, while holding them 
accountable for academic and financial results. 
As a result, charter schools are generally given 
greater freedom to provide innovative learning 
opportunities relative to traditional district schools. 

Charter schools are public schools of choice and, 
as such, provide Florida parents an opportunity 
to pick the school most suitable for their child’s 
educational well-being. The number of charter 
schools has increased from 334 in fiscal year 2005-
0616 to 655 in fiscal year 2017-18.17 Enrollment 
in charter schools has increased from 117,040 
students to 295,814 students (153 percent) during 
the last 10 years.18

16 Florida Department of Education, “Florida’s Charter Schools 
Fact Sheet,” October 2015.

17 Ibid.

18 Ibid.

http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf
http://www.cato.org/cracking-books/why-financial-transparency-matters
http://www.cato.org/cracking-books/why-financial-transparency-matters
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Because charter schools are public schools, they 
receive operating funds through the FEFP, just like 
traditional public schools, based on the number of 
full-time students enrolled. This funding includes 
both state (General Revenue, lottery funds and the 
State School Trust Fund) and local funding. The 
local funding comes from property taxes levied by 
the school districts --- both Required Local Effort 
(RLE) and discretionary levies. Charter schools are 
entitled to their proportionate share of categorical 
program funds for eligible students and programs.19

Studies have shown that, nationwide, charter 
schools continue to receive significantly less in 
revenue than traditional public schools. A 2014 
survey by the Center for Education Reform 
concluded that charter schools nationwide are 
funded at approximately 64 percent of their 
district’s traditional public schools, averaging 
$7,131 per student compared to the average per 
student expenditure of $11,184 in the traditional 
public schools.20

Although the state per-student funding is equal, 
charter schools in Florida have historically 
received less money overall than traditional public 
schools. This is due to several factors. Local tax 
revenues collected by school districts for facility 
construction and maintenance have rarely been 
shared with charter schools. Legislation passed in 
2017 requires school districts to share discretionary 
1.5 millage revenue with charter schools so that 
charter schools are provided the same access to 
money for maintenance and construction projects 
as traditional public schools. 

In addition, charter schools typically receive a 
smaller share of state funds for facilities and capital 

19 Florida Department of Education, “Frequently Asked Questions,” 
retrieved from www.fldoe.org/schools/school-choice/charter-
schools/charter-school-faqs.stml, December 21, 2018.

20 The Center for Education Reform, “Choice and Charter Schools: 
Facts.” Retrieved from https://edreform.com/issues/choice-
charter-schools/facts/, December 21, 2018.

outlay, and federal funds. Florida law also permits 
school districts to collect an administrative fee 
(not to exceed 5 percent of the funds from the state 
up to and including 250 students)21 from charter 
schools for the provision of certain administrative 
and educational services, including:

• Contract management services;
• FTE and data reporting;
• Exceptional student education 

administration;
• Federal lunch program eligibility and 

reporting;
• Test administration services; and 
• Information services.22

A 2014 study by the University of Arkansas 
concluded that Florida charter school students 
receive $2,130 less in funding, on average, than 
students who attend traditional public schools.23 A 
previous study by Florida TaxWatch concluded that 
charter schools received about 68 to 71 cents for 
every dollar traditional district schools received,24 
and a 2010 study by Ball State University found 
that Florida charter schools received about $2,700 
less per student than traditional district schools 
(about $2,000 of that difference was local tax 
revenues and the rest of the difference was federal 
funding).25

The Legislature appropriated $50 million in PECO 
funding in 2017-18 for remodeling, renovation, 
maintenance, repairs and site improvements for 
charter schools. Dividing this amount by the 
295,814 charter school students yields a per FTE 
charter school fixed capital outlay amount of $169. 

21 Subsection 1022.33(20)(a)2, Florida Statutes.

22 Subsection 1022.33(20)(a)1, Florida Statutes.

23 University of Arkansas, College of Education & Health 
Professions, “Charter School Funding: Inequity Expands,” April 
2014.

24 Florida TaxWatch, “How Charter School Funding Compares,” 
January 2012.

25 Ball State University, “Charter School Funding: Inequity Persists,” 
May 2010.

http://www.fldoe.org/schools/school-choice/charter-schools/charter-school-faqs.stml
http://www.fldoe.org/schools/school-choice/charter-schools/charter-school-faqs.stml
https://edreform.com/issues/choice-charter-schools/facts/
https://edreform.com/issues/choice-charter-schools/facts/
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By adding this amount to the per student final 
FEFP calculation ($7,307), Florida TaxWatch 
estimates the “truer” cost per charter school 
student for Fiscal Year 2017-18 to be $7,476. This 
represents approximately 69 percent of the true 
cost for students in traditional public schools.

Aside from charter schools, Florida also provides 
for scholarships that allow students in PreK-
12 to attend privately operated schools.26  The 
largest such program is called the Florida Tax 
Credit Scholarship (FTC). The FTC Program 
was established in 2001 to encourage private, 
voluntary contributions from corporate donors to 
non-profit scholarship funding organizations that 
award scholarships to children from low-income 
and working class families. Scholarship funding 
organizations, such as Step Up for Students and the 
AAA Scholarship Foundation, are responsible for 
the receipt and distribution of contributed funds to 
eligible low-income students to defray the tuition 
costs to attend a private school or assist with 
transportation costs to attend a public school in an 
adjacent district. 

26 It should be noted that there are additional scholarship 
programs, such as the McKay Scholarships and Gardiner 
Scholarships and the newly-created HOPE Scholarships that 
provide parents school choice funding options. Because these 
scholarships focus on a unique subset of the student population 
(such as students with disabilities), they have been excluded 
from this analysis.

During the 2017-18 school year, the maximum 
amount of tax credit scholarships the state could 
award was $699 million.27 During fiscal year 2017-
18, tax credit scholarships were awarded to 108,098 
students enrolled in 1,818 participating Florida 
private schools.28 For the 2017-18 school year 
the private school scholarships paid up to $6,420 
for students in grades K-5; $6,712 for students 
in grades 6-8; and $7,004 for students in grades 
9-12.29 

The tax credit scholarships are awarded based 
on demonstrated financial need. The income 
requirements necessary to get one of the five 
levels of scholarships for fiscal year 2017-18, 
are shown in Table 1. As shown, a family of four 
with a total gross monthly household income of 
$4,184 ($50,208 annually) would qualify for a full 
(100 percent) scholarship. A family of four with 
a monthly income of $5,330 ($63,960 annually) 
would only qualify for a 50 percent scholarship. 

27 Step Up for Students, “2017-18 Step Up For Students Annual 
Report,” retrieved from www.stepupforstudents.org/wp-
content/uploads/SU_AnnualReport17_Final-for-web_lowres.pdf, 
December 21, 2018.

28 Ibid.

29 Ibid.

TABLE 1. FLORIDA TAX CREDIT SCHOLARSHIP ELIGIBILITY

NUMBER OF PEOPLE 
IN HOUSEHOLD

ANNUAL GROSS 
MONTHLY 

HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME 

FOR A 100% 
SCHOLARSHIP

ANNUAL 
MAXIMUM 
INCOME 

FOR AN 88% 
SCHOLARSHIP

ANNUAL 
MAXIMUM 
INCOME 

FOR A 74% 
SCHOLARSHIP

ANNUAL 
MAXIMUM 
INCOME 

FOR A 60% 
SCHOLARSHIP

ANNUAL 
MAXIMUM 
INCOME 

FOR A 50% 
SCHOLARSHIP

1 $24,120 $25,929 $27,738 $29,547 $31,356 

2 $32,480 $34,916 $37,352 $39,788 $42,224 

3 $49,840 $43,903 $46,966 $50,029 $53,092 

4 $49,200 $52,890 $56,580 $60,270 $63,960 

5 $57,560 $61,877 $66,194 $70,511 $74,828 

Source: www.stepupforstudents.org/for-parents/income-based/how-the-scholarship-works/, retrieved December 21, 2018.

http://www.stepupforstudents.org/wp-content/uploads/SU_AnnualReport17_Final-for-web_lowres.pdf
http://www.stepupforstudents.org/wp-content/uploads/SU_AnnualReport17_Final-for-web_lowres.pdf
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The average household income for fiscal year 
2017-18 is $25,362, which is 8.3 percent above 
the poverty level,30 and just over 70 percent of 
recipients are minorities. 

Though the FTC Program is funded by private 
contributions that receive 100 percent tax credits, 
the amount of the maximum scholarship is tied to 
public school spending. Under current state law, 
the maximum is set at a percentage of the average 
unweighted FTE student under the FEFP program 
as follows: 

• 88 percent for grades Kindergarten through 5;
• 92 percent for grades 6 through 8; and
• 96 percent for grades 9 through 12.

Based upon the actual grade-level enrollment 
and the number of students receiving partial 
scholarships in 2017-18, the average maximum 
scholarship31 was $6,447. That number was 
reported to TaxWatch by Step Up for Students, the 
scholarship organization that enrolled more than 
99 percent of all FTC students in 2017-18. The 
average maximum of $6,447 per FTC Scholarship 
student in 2017-18 was 59.4 percent of the true 
cost of a traditional public school student and 86.2 
percent of the true per student cost for charter 
schools.

30 Ibid.

31 Readers should be aware that the “average maximum” modestly 
overstates the actual scholarship amount, because scholarship 
organizations are required to pay each student the lesser of the 
maximum scholarship or actual tuition and fees at the school he 
or she attends.

CONCLUSIONS 
Despite recent projected upswings in General 
Revenue funding for fiscal years 2018-19 and 2019-
20, it is important that every dollar is accounted for 
and spent wisely. 

Based upon Florida TaxWatch’s research, the 
following conclusions may be drawn: First, 
the “true” per-student cost of educating a K-12 
student in a Florida public school in 2017-18 is 
considerably higher than the $7,307 officially 
reported. School district expenditures reported 
for Fiscal Year 2017-18 include sources of District 
funds other than FEFP funds (e.g., debt service, 
capital outlay, etc.) and reflect a “truer” per-student 
spending for a K-12 public education of $10,856. 

A more complete and thorough understanding of 
school funding sources makes school funding more 
transparent to taxpayers. Transparency helps to 
promote accountability, and Florida taxpayers have 
every right to see how government spends their tax 
dollars.

Second, charter schools and private school 
scholarships provide cost-effective competitive 
alternatives to traditional district schools. For 
parents to make the most informed decisions 
regarding their children’s education, they must have 
choices --- not just about other schools, but about 
opportunities for their children to receive a high-
quality education and their associated costs. 

Parents must also consider available services 
when making decisions regarding their children’s 
education. The true per student cost at a traditional 
public school may be higher than the true per 
student costs at charter or private schools because 
it includes important services not available at 
charter or private schools. Transportation is a good 
example. In Fiscal Year 2016-17, Florida school 
districts transported more than 988,000 eligible 
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students, more than 41,000 of which were students 
with disabilities.32 

Charter schools also have lower percentages of 
English Language Learners, students receiving 
free and reduced price lunches, and students with 
disabilities compared to traditional public schools.33 
It is reasonable, therefore, to expect the true cost per 
student at traditional public schools to be higher than 
the true cost per student at charter schools.

The landscape of public education in the U.S. has 
been changing over the past several decades as 
parents’ options have expanded. Being able to choose 
from a number of high-quality options and to select 
what is best for their child are options that should be 
available to all parents.34

32 Florida Department of Education, “Florida School District 2016-17 
Transportation Profiles,” retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/
fileparse.php/7585/urlt/1617-TransportFinalProfiles.pdf, December 
26, 2018.

33 Florida Department of Education, “ESE and Charter Schools Rights 
and Responsibilities,” retrieved from www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.
php/5423/urlt/esecsrr.pdf, March 9, 2017.

34 National Alliance for Charter Schools, “Demanding a Chance: 
Parents’ Demand for Charter Public Schools Continues to Grow,” 
2016.

APPENDIX A
How is the FEFP Allocation Calculated?
Information from the Florida Department of Education, “Florida 
Education Finance Program 2017-18 Final Calculation,” November 
2018, retrieved from http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/
urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf, December 21, 2018.

1. Each school year, the number of students enrolled in 
specified educational programs is surveyed to determine 
the number of unweighted full-time equivalents (FTEs). 
Additional surveys are taken to determine FTEs for Florida 
Virtual School (FVS) and Department of Juvenile Justice 
(DJJ) students. For the 2017-18 school year, there were 
2,822,732.74 unweighted FTEs.

2. These unweighted FTEs are then multiplied by cost factors 
for each FEFP program, which reflect the relative costs of 
providing services to students enrolled in each program, 
to obtain the number of weighted FTEs. For the 2017-18 
school year, there were 3,074,331.73 weighted FTEs.

3. The number of weighted FTEs is then multiplied by a base 
student allocation (BSA), which is determined annually 
by the Florida Legislature and included in the General 
Appropriations Act. The BSA for the 2018-19 school year is 
$4,203.95.

4. The figure derived from step 3 above is then multiplied by 
a District Cost Differential (DCD), which incorporates 
wage and price level indices to represent the cost of hiring 
equally qualified personnel across different school districts, 
to determine the Base FEFP Funding (State & Local). 
The Base FEFP Funding level for the 2017-18 school year 
is $12,934,922,787, which represents approximately 63 
percent of total operating funds.

5. A number of adjustments to the Base FEFP Funding level 
are made, including a “sparsity supplement” for school 
districts with fewer than 24,000 unweighted FTEs to 
compensate for any diseconomies of scale. The sparsity 
supplement for the 2017-18 school year is $52,800,000.

6. School districts with declining enrollments receive a portion 
(25%) of revenue that would have otherwise been lost 
because of the decline. The declining enrollment allocation 
for the 2017-18 school year is $7,329,153.

7. Lab schools and the Florida Virtual School (FLVS) are 
considered to be separate school districts for the purpose of 
FEFP funding. The Legislature appropriated a discretionary 
contribution (in lieu of discretionary local tax revenue) of 
$18,630,101 for the lab schools and FLVS for the 2017-18 
school year.

http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7585/urlt/1617-TransportFinalProfiles.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7585/urlt/1617-TransportFinalProfiles.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/5423/urlt/esecsrr.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/5423/urlt/esecsrr.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7507/urlt/1718FEFPFinalCalculation.pdf
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8. Supplemental funds are provided to districts that levy the 
full 0.748 mills35 and generate less than the state average per 
FTE to achieve the state average per FTE. The Legislature 
appropriated $230,418,481 for the 2017-18 school year to 
fund this difference.

9. Districts receive a minimum allocation for school safety, 
with the balance allocated based on enrollment and 
crime data. The Legislature appropriated $64,456,019 for 
safe school activities for the 2017-18 school year, with a 
minimum allocation of $62,660.

10. A lump sum is provided for remedial or supplemental 
instruction to students who are in danger of falling 
behind. For the 2017-18 school year, $711,497,225 was 
appropriated for supplemental academic instruction, with 
$75 million going to districts with one or more of the 300 
lowest performing schools.

11. Each school district receives funds for research-based 
reading instruction. The Legislature appropriated 
$130,000,000 for the 2017-18 school year, with each district 
receiving a minimum of $115,000. Specific funding in the 
amount of $15 million is to be used to provide an additional 
hour of intensive reading instruction for students in the 300 
lowest performing elementary schools.

12. A lump sum is provided for special education services 
for children who have mild to moderate disabilities and 
students who are classified as gifted. For the 2017-18 school 
year, $1,060,770,374 was appropriated for exceptional 
student education.

13. Supplemental funds are provided for students in juvenile 
justice education programs. For the 2017-18 school year, 
$7,822,357 was appropriated, based upon the number of 
weighted FTEs in the juvenile justice education programs 
multiplied by both the state average class size reduction 
factor and the district cost differential.

14. Funding is provided for the safe and efficient transportation 
of students. For the 2017-18 school year, $438,875,286 was 
appropriated, based upon each district’s pro rata share of 
state transported students.

15. Funds are provided for core subject instructional materials, 
library & media materials, and science lab materials. For the 
2017-18 school year, $230,743,258 was appropriated.

16. Funds are provided for teachers to purchase classroom 
instructional materials and supplies. For the 2017-18 school 
year, $45,286,750 was appropriated to purchase classroom 
materials and supplies used in the instruction of students in 
grades K-12.

17. Funds are provided on a per-FTE basis to support 
virtual education programs. For the 2017-18 school year, 
$12,282,965 was appropriated to achieve an amount 

35 1 mill is equal to $1 in property tax levied for every $1,000 of a 
property’s determined taxable value. 

of $5,230 per student as established in the General 
Appropriations Act.

18. Funds are provided for implementing district plans for 
digital classrooms. For the 2017-18 school year, the 
Legislature appropriated $80,000,000. Each district receives 
a minimum allocation of $500,000, which is to be spent 
on infrastructure, instruction, professional development, 
accommodations, assessments, digital tools, and security.

19. Supplemental funds are provided for students connected 
with federally owned military installations, National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) property, 
and Indian lands. For the 2017-18 school year, the 
Legislature appropriated $12,883,871 for eligible federally 
connected students.

20.  Adding all of the adjustments described in steps 5 through 
19 to the Base FEFP Funding (State & Local) identified 
in step 4 produces a Gross State and Local FEFP of 
$16,042,937,594.

21. Required Local Effort (RLE) is the amount that each 
public school district is required by law to provide annually 
toward the cost of the FEFP. The RLE represents a state 
average millage rate of 5.056. The millage rate is reduced 
for any district with ad valorem tax proceeds exceeding 90 
percent of the district’s FEFP formula entitlement. The total 
adjusted amount for RLE for the 2016-17 school year is 
$7,605,390,763.

22. The RLE identified in step 21 above is subtracted from the 
Gross State and Local FEFP identified in step 20 to produce 
a Net State FEFP of $8,437,546,831.

23. Lottery funds are provided for the School Recognition 
Program to reward schools that improve one letter grade or 
achieve an “A” ranking. Allocations are based on up to $100 
per student in eligible schools. The balance is provided for 
discretionary use for enhancement by each school district. 
The Legislature appropriated $134,582,877 for the School 
Recognition Program during the 2017-18 school year, with 
no discretionary funds appropriated.

24. The Legislature appropriated $3,081,304,285 to implement 
the Class Size Reduction provisions of Section1, Article IX 
of the State Constitution during the 2017-18 school year.

25. Adding the Discretionary Lottery/School Recognition 
funding (step 23) and the Class Size Reduction funding 
(step 24) to the Net State FEFP results in Total State 
Funding in the amount of $11,653,433,993.

26. When the RLE (step 21) and the $1,240,719,648 generated 
by school districts through the levying of the 0.748 Mill 
Discretionary Local Effort are added to the Total State 
Funding, the Total FEFP Funding to be provided to school 
districts during the 2017-18 school year is $20,625,775,383.
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