
How Can School Finance Systems Support 
Students With Additional Learning Needs? 
Students with disabilities, English language learners, and economically disadvantaged students need 

additional resources and support to succeed in school. State school funding formulas should account for 

those additional needs so that every school can educate all its students. 

Weighted, student-based funding formulas are one of the most effective ways for states to direct funds to 
districts serving students with additional learning needs.

In a weighted, student-based funding formula, all students generate a base amount of funding that 

is determined by the state. Then, school districts receive additional funding per enrolled student in a 

specific category so that the district has the resources to meet those additional learning needs.

Maryland’s base funding is $7,244 per student.1 English language learners are weighted 1.99. This 

means that for each English language learner enrolled, a district receives an additional 99% of the base 

funding amount for a total of $14,416 per enrolled English language learner student.2 

Weighted, student-based formulas most often feature one or more of the following four  

student groups:3

WEIGHT
NUMBER OF STATES  

(Including D.C. and Puerto Rico) 

English language learners 35

Students with disabilities 27

Economically disadvantaged students 39

Gifted and talented students 12
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There are a few additional considerations for equity in weighted student-based funding formulas: 

•	 Weights, like 1.99, are preferable to a flat 

per-pupil allocation, like $500 additional 

dollars, because they allow for states to easily 

adjust based on changing needs and additional 

information about the cost of supporting the 

educational need the weight addresses.

•	 Weights should be based on data sources that 

are reliable and publicly available to ensure 

greater transparency into and accountability 

for how funding is allocated.4 

•	 Students in multiple categories, such as an 

English language learner with a disability, 

should generate full funding for all relevant 

categories to ensure both kinds of learning 

needs are fully met. 

•	 Some states create tiers within student 

groups. For example, students with more 

severe disabilities or newly identified English 

language learners might receive a higher 

funding weight. This can make sense, but 

states should analyze the impact of a tiered 

approach against the complexity it adds  

to a formula.

•	 States should approach gifted and talented 

weights with caution. This weight can increase 

inequity because students in wealthier schools 

are more likely to participate in gifted and 

talented programs compared to students in 

high-poverty schools.5 Black and Hispanic 

students are also less likely to be represented 

in gifted and talented programs.6 If states 

choose to prioritize this group in a weighted 

formula, the formula should assume equal 

giftedness across schools. As a more general 

principle, weights based on something a school 

controls, such as elective program enrollment, 

could create unintended consequences.

Some formulas may also include adjustments to account for district characteristics, such as 

geographic sparsity or concentrated poverty, but these adjustments are not as common. The 

rationales are that far-flung rural districts might have higher fixed costs for transportation or facilities 

maintenance, and districts with higher levels of concentrated poverty might need to meet additional 

needs among their student and family communities. 

Weighted funding formulas are not the only way to direct funding toward students with additional 

learning needs. Several states use a combination of policy approaches, but too many funding 

streams outside the main formula can muddy understanding of how funding is actually allocated and 

jeopardize equity.
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KEY TERM OVERVIEW

Categorical grant programs Grants for a specific purpose are distributed either through a formula or a 
competitive process. For example, Utah funds special education primarily 
through a block grant, where each school district’s grant amount is based 
on allocations from the previous year.8 

Cost reimbursement The state reimburses districts for actual additional costs associated 
with providing services to students, such as the actual cost of a 
paraprofessional salary for a student with a disability. Funding is based on 
district expenditures rather than a predetermined amount. 

Resource-based funding States allocate resources or inputs such as teacher aides or translators 
based on the number of students with additional needs, such as English 
language learners.

QUESTIONS FOR ADVOCATES

•	 Does your state formula allocate additional funding based on students’ needs?

•	 If your state includes weights in its funding formula, how are those weights structured and determined? 

•	 If a student is eligible to receive multiple weights, does your state’s funding formula provide for that?

Alternative funding mechanisms to weighted funding formulas:7

Splitting the Bill is a crash course in the essentials of school finance equity for advocates and others interested in reforming state education finance 

systems. Learn more and read the other briefs in this nine-part series at www.bellwethereducation.org/publication/splitting-the-bill. 

http://www.bellwethereducation.org/publication/splitting-the-bill
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