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School Finance Act & Total Program Funding on Education in Colorado 
 

Funding for Colorado K-12 education is a source of perpetual wrangling and considerable misunderstanding. The “Public 
School Finance Act of 1994” is updated on a yearly basis and sets the parameters for K-12 funding in the state every fiscal 
year, beginning with the establishment of a base per-pupil revenue target. In 2018-19, the base per pupil funding was 
$6,769.1 

Various ‘factors’ (a technical term in the world of Colorado K-12 education) like a given district’s cost of living, personnel 
expenses, size, number of at-risk and online students along with ‘the negative factor’ are added to the ‘base’ to determine 
funding for a given district in an attempt to insure ‘equity’ among districts. Typically, the cost of educating a child in a 
rural district or in a district with many ‘at risk’ children can lead to per-pupil funding disparities which, nevertheless, are 
reckoned to be equitable.2 For example, in 2017-18 San Juan County’s Silverton district per pupil funding, once ‘factors’ 
were included, was the highest at $16,170 (after the supplemental adjustment), while the lowest funding level was $7,236 
in Las Animas County’s Branson school district. For the state as a whole, average per pupil funding amounts to $8,137 in 
2018-19 (an increase of 6.2% over the previous year, while enrollment increased a mere 0.7%).3 

Perhaps surprisingly for an outsider, once the base per pupil funding level is determined by the JBC and its staff, actual 
education funding for a given district begins with the amount of local revenues available for education – in other words, 
while the funding amount is established at the state level, actual revenues from the first dollar onward begin at the local 
level. Local revenue is comprised of local property taxes and a portion of local ownership taxes (typically related to motor 
vehicles). If local revenue is sufficient to pay for the base per-pupil revenue target, no state general fund revenues will be 
allocated to that district. In 2015-16, for example, 10 of the state’s 178 school districts received no state funding. 
However, these are the exceptions. 

For most districts, local revenue sources can account for only part of their ‘total program funding’ (per the state funding 
formula). This is where the state’s general fund steps in to ‘top off’ the total program funding for a district. For the vast 
majority of districts, this state portion, derived from the general fund, is critical to their operation. For the state as a 
whole, local funding accounts for ~36% of the money reflected in the formula derived from the Public School Finance Act, 
with the State’s General Fund dollars accounting for the remaining ~64%. 

Every county and district in the state contributes local funding for education; in most counties in Colorado, the state also 
makes a substantial payment in the form of ‘base’ funding and ‘factor’ funding. However, these are not the only state 

                                            
1 See https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy18-19apprept_0.pdf 
2 Our constitution says the general assembly must “provide for the establishment of a thorough and uniform system of free public schools throughout the 

state” (Art. IX, Sect. 2); in Lobato v. State of Colorado (May 28, 2013) the State Supreme Court declared that our current state system lives up to its 
constitutional obligations. In 2015 the ‘negative factor’ was declared constitutional in Dwyer v. State of Colorado.  

3 See the reference cited in note 12. 
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sources of funding for K-12 Education. Another large category of funds, not related to the Public School Finance Act or 
its formulas for ‘factors’, involves ‘categorical program funding’. These categories, for which extra money is paid to a 
district, include “small attendance centers” (for schools with fewer than 200 students located 20 miles or more from 
similar district schools), “English Language Proficiency” (to financially support the Education of students learning but not 
yet possessing English), “Gifted and Talented”, “Special Education” (for children with disabilities), “Transportation” (to 
help districts defray the costs of transporting students to school), and “Vocational Education” (to supplement career and 
technical education programs).  

Overrides, Bonds & Federal Dollars … the rest of the story! 

As already noted, all districts participate in local funding for education; virtually all districts also receive state funding for 
education. There is, however, a third set of sources for K-12 funding unrelated to the School Finance Act, its ‘factors’ or 
additional ‘categories’ – and it’s very substantial indeed (as the numbers on the left side of the table, below [p. 7], 
indicate).  

What are these sources? Every year the federal government supplies the Colorado Department of Education a large infusion 
of cash for K-12 education. In 2018-19, that number is expected to be ~$617m. In addition, about two-thirds of Colorado 
school districts have employed mill-levy overrides (an extra percentage of tax on top of a local property tax, or ‘mill levy’) 
and district specific bond issues that typically raise money to fund capital projects for schools. Roughly 43% of total average 
district receipts (in column 6 of Table 1, on p. 7) come on top of the money that arrives via the ‘average per pupil funding 
per the school finance formula’. 

This means that only about 60% of the money annually spent on education in Colorado comes via the state funding 
formula. Those who focus exclusively on the state-funded portion of education spending miss the big picture and thereby 
distort the actual support for education that taxpayers offer year after year. In total, districts receive over $13.5 billion a 
year (according to the latest audited figures). Put another way, the ‘negative factor’ (= budget stabilization factor) is in 
real dollar terms a non-factor (pun intended, sort of). When money from all sources is taken into account, we are pouring 
money into education 

The main point is this: a lot of the funding for education invested every year in Colorado is not reflected in the annually 
updated School Finance Act or its funding formula. As Republicans, it’s important to give these data to voters, parents 
and educators as the debate about K-12 education in Colorado continues. School districts receive over $13.5 billion a year 
for education, and while some continue to insist education is underfunded, the aggregate cost of education is large and 
ultimately borne by taxpayers who, penny by penny, see life in Colorado becoming less affordable every day. Rather than 
demanding further tax increases or other ways of sending more dollars to education, we should focus on how those 
education dollars are spent. Smarter, more imaginative and thoughtful approaches to the allocation of that money will 
ultimately prove to taxpayers that their education dollars are actually an ‘investment’. 
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Table 1: KEY COMPONENTS OF EDUCATION FUNDING AND SPENDING (grey shading = elements in state funding formula) 

Years K-12 
Funded 

pupil 
count4 

Revenue to 
districts 

from state 
(millions)5 

Revenue to 
districts 

from local 
sources 

(millions)6 

Revenue to 
districts 

from DC & 
‘other’ 

(millions)7 

Total 
average 
district 

receipts per 
pupil 

‘State 
share’ 

(millions)8 

‘Local 
share’ 

(millions)9 

‘Negative 
factor’ 

(millions) 

‘Adjusted 
total 

program 
funding’ 

(millions)10 

Average 
per pupil 

funding per 
finance 
formula 

% +/- 
from 
prior 
year 

ATPF 

11-12 808,139 3,781 4,190 947 $11,035 3,332 1,901 (774) 5,232 $6,474 -1% 

12-13 817,645 3,779 4,418 2,404 $12,966 3,380 1,918 (1,011) 5,298 $6,480 0% 

13-14 830,833 4,043 4,504 930 $11,406 3,588 1,939 (1,004) 5,529 $6,655 +2.7% 

14-15 844,546  4,467 4,577 1,469 $12,449 3,951 1,983 (880) 5,933 $7,025 +5.6% 

15-16 853,251 4,489 5,043 1,305 $12,100 3,980 2,260 (831) 6,240 $7,313 +4.1% 

16-17 858,796 4,613 5,284 3,619 $15,735 4,115 2,258 (828) 6,373 $7,421 +1.5% 

                                            
4 In the formula used to arrive at ‘funded pupil count’, a part-time student is funded at 50% the normal rate, while a kindergartner is funded at 58% the normal 

rate. Actual student enrollment is larger than funded pupil count. On average, actual enrollment is roughly 4.7% higher than funded pupil count (comparing 
the funded pupil count for these years to the ‘actual count’ listed at the Colorado Department of Education website). These figures are adjusted totals derived 
from the Supplemental Narrative package found on the General Assembly website for years listed.  

5 This represents the sum of state money paid to all districts, in total, and is composed of ‘the state share’, categorical funding for vocational education, English 
language proficiency, etc., and ‘other state revenue’ (funding for services to suspended or expelled students, comprehensive health education, emergencies, 
etc.). See Table IB in the source cited in https://www.cde.state.co.us/cdefinance/fy1617revexp.  

6 “Revenue to districts from local sources” includes property taxes from mill levies and past due taxes, other authorized mill levies to retire outstanding bond 
indebtedness, funding from a portion of vehicle ownership taxes along with other local revenues, including tuitions, transportation, earnings on investment, 
charges for services and other fees. See Table IA in the source cited in n. 16.  

7 “Revenue to districts from DC & ‘other’” refers to money distributed to all districts from federal funds, and money supplied to most districts (on average 
about 65% of them) as a result of bond sale proceeds, certificates of participation and capital lease financing. See Table 1C in source cited in n. 16. 

8 “State share” = money from the General Fund, the State Education Fund, and State Public School Fund. These are helpfully broken down in each year’s 
supplemental budget package. Because the 2018-19 Supplemental Narrative does not exist (as of the date of this paper), numbers are drawn from the 2018-
19 appropriations report (https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy18-19apprept_0.pdf). 

9 “Local share” is a technical term used in developing the finance formula that includes a portion of overall local revenue, including local property tax and 
specific ownership (vehicle) taxes; in point of fact, an enormous number of dollars from local funding flow into Colorado schools every year that are not 
accounted for under the JBC rubric ‘Local Share of Districts’ Total Program Funding’ (as the left side of this table demonstrates). 

10 “Adjusted total program funding” is calculated by adding or subtracting money from the Spring supplemental and/or other spending to the total money 
budgeted for the department in the fiscal year’s long bill; it is the sum of ‘state share of districts’ total program funding’ and ‘local share’ minus the ‘budget 
stabilization factor reduction’ (‘negative factor’). These data can be found at: https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2013-14suppnarr. pdf (other 
years can be found by inserting them in the web address). A concise summary is typically found in the table, “Appropriation Detail by Department” in each 
year’s supplemental narrative. 

https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2013-14suppnarr.%20pdf
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17-18 865,017 NA NA NA NA 4,128 2,507 (815) 6,635 $7,670 +3.4% 

18-19 NA NA NA NA NA 4,546 2,543 (672) 7,089 $8,137 +7% 

 


