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Foreword

Philip H. Nisonoff, EdD

District Financial Leadership Today: Educational Excellence Tomorrow by Stephen V. Coffin and Bruce S. Cooper organizes and contextualizes the broad field of modern education finance at the district level to provide a practical understanding for those new to school and school district administration. Never in history has the need for district administrators skilled in school finance become so acute.

Since the U.S. economic collapse in 2008, schools have experienced reductions in funding, increased public scrutiny, calls for greater accountability systems, diversions of public funds to private and for-profit institutions, and exponential increases in employee benefit (health and retirement) costs. Simultaneously, the educational challenges have become daunting.

New curriculum standards have been advanced that call for schools to make herculean efforts above what was taught only a few years ago. Schools are being asked to educate a generation of students who have been raised on technology and media access in a system that mirrors its original design from the 1800s. The needs of serving special education students continue to grow as children are entering our school systems with diverse issues and degrees of severity unlike any time in history.

An entire legal and advocacy field in education has been established, arming parents with sufficient resources with the ability to hold school systems hostage to their demands, regardless of cost or benefit. Compensation for teachers has often not kept pace with increased costs of college tuition. Our new teachers—responsible for the future of our nation—are being asked to work for wages and benefits that barely cover the costs of their student loans and car payments. Even the security of their future is eroded as politicians have squandered their pension funds almost to brink of insolvency.

How do we manage all of this as educators? We start here. The authors and editors of this book attempt to provide a broad understanding of the educational finance system from the school district perspectives. Future administrators will benefit from gaining an understanding of how schools are funded and where the money comes from. While variations of finance systems exist across state and district levels, most principles, concepts, and vocabulary are universal and explained in detail in this work.

How do we count students? How do we plan for special education programs? How should we approach budgeting for our schools? All questions that can be answered by first obtaining a foundational understating of these concepts by reading this expertly crafted manual of education finance.

Philip H. Nisonoff, EdD
Assistant Superintendent/Business Administrator/Board Secretary,
Emerson Public Schools, Emerson, New Jersey


Introduction to School District Financial Leadership

This chapter introduces the theme of this book: that financial leadership and quality start at the district level, since funding most often comes to the district leadership, including the school board, superintendent, and financial management staff.

Thus, the central office leadership and district’s school board are critical in American education, as the board, superintendent, and staff set the school district’s goals, budgets, staffing, programs, and assessments for their schools. Districts are in control, and this book examines their role in improving our schools for our children—based on the school board’s financial control. As such, funding and fiscal decisions must be made with systematically (carefully) and systemically, for the entire school enterprise, school by school.

We know that the school boards are usually elected locally, and often hire and fire their superintendent of schools, and, importantly, bargain collectively with the local district teachers’ unions, and work to decide district spending goals, schemes, job selections, and school district standards and reviews. As one description goes:


Most school boards have the responsibility to:


	Establish procedures and policies for the administration of educational services in the district.

	Implement the state’s education laws and programs.

	Monitor the operation of the school district and its programs.

	Hire the district superintendent.

	Oversee the annual budget preparation and resource deployment.
—Catherine Freemans, 2002, School Boards and Local Control: Roles and Responsibilities






And we now see school boards under fire, as Freemans further explains,


Currently, an increasing number of communities are rethinking ways in which to govern their local schools. Some communities have abolished local school boards altogether, while others have changed from boards appointed by state or local officials to elected boards. Some states have centralized public education governance, relieving local systems of much while others have created and greatly empowered local school councils in an effort to decentralize.



This book is the second of our two books on school finance in the United States, focusing primarily on financial leadership at the school district level. Our first book concentrated mainly on school-building leaders, but leading a district’s finances and financial decision-making are also quite different and important for the United States has just over 13,000 separate public school districts (or LEAs, local education authorities) in the fifteen states and the District of Columbia—and thus we have many different financial policies and programs. As the Augenblick, Palaich and Associates’ (APA; 2016) study examined the following:


First, APA reviewed the revenues and expenditures of districts meeting specific performance standards. The review included an examination of base expenditures (expenditures regardless of student need) and expenditures for the students with special needs, including economically disadvantaged students, English Language Leaner (ELL) students, and special education students.

Second, APA examined the differences in non-instructional spending across regions of the state. Cost areas to be included in this examination (as required by the RFP) were food service, transportation, maintenance and operations (M&O), community service, and adult education. The RFP also required an examination of the differences in revenues available to school districts by region and the differences in district expenditures by area.



We know that these some 13,500 public school districts in the United States are very different in location, size, demography, financing, taxation, wealth, needs, and quality. And some states have witnessed “equity lawsuits,” where individuals and groups brought court actions to press for greater equity for the states’ school districts. Hawaii is the only state with no local school districts, with the whole state and islands run by one superintendent, school board, and budget.

Thus, school finance is greatly influenced—and differs—district by district, state by state, and eventually school by school. And this book also explains and explores the financial legal actions, beginning in the early 1970s in California. For while the Brown decision declared racial segregation illegal in schools and classrooms, Serrano v. Priest (1971, 1976) stated that states cannot allow children to be given a poor education because of low local property and citizens’ wealth of their home school district. The cases are much like the Brown desegregation case in revolutionizing the funding of public schools.

The cases are as follows.

SERRANO I (1971)

Initiated in 1968 in the Superior Court of Los Angeles County, Serrano v. Priest (John Serrano was a parent of one of several Los Angeles public school students; Ivy Baker Priest was the California state treasurer at the time and former U.S. treasurer) set forth two causes of action (quotes from the decision).


	“[As] a direct result of the financing scheme they are required to pay a higher tax rate than [taxpayers] in many other school districts in order to obtain for their children the same or lesser educational opportunities afforded children in those other districts.”

	“[That] an actual controversy has arisen and now exists between the parties as to the validity and constitutionality of the financing scheme under the Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution and under the California Constitution.”



SERRANO II (1976) OR RODRIGUEZ

In San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez (1973), the Supreme Court of the United States reversed a similar decision by a Texas District Court, which like Serrano I had been decided on Fourteenth Amendment equal protection grounds. In Serrano I, however, the California Supreme Court had relied in addition on California’s constitution, and in Serrano II it affirmed that basis, protecting the Serrano decisions from Rodriguez.

The Serrano II decision also held that the legislative response to Serrano I was insufficient and affirmed the trial court’s order requiring that wealth-based funding disparities between districts be reduced to less than $100 per child by 1980.

Five years after the first Serrano decision in California, the same issues arose in the public schools of San Antonio, Texas, and the U.S. High Court—in what became Serrano II (1976)—ruled that Serrano I struck down California’s public school, general-fund, financing structure as a violation of equal protection because under this system, per-pupil expenditures varied greatly and depended on a school district’s tax base. These kinds of tax-base disparities resulted in inequalities in actual educational expenditures per pupil that the state-aid mechanisms—designed to ensure a minimum “foundation” level of expenditure—were wholly inadequate to offset. See more at http://corporate.findlaw.com/law-library/separate-and-unequal-serrano-played-an-important-role-in.html#sthash.

SERRANO III (1977)

Serrano III dealt primarily with attorneys’ fees but in passing affirmed the trial court’s response to the Serrano II decision, including a six-year timetable for bringing the funding system into compliance.

Thus, the field of school finance moved toward greater equity that requires school district leaders to understand the law and court decisions in their state. Other roles for the school district leaders include the following: (1) policy-setting for the district that will be implemented in each school; (2) personnel decisions, such as the hiring (and firing)s of principals and assistants; (3) funding of teacher lines in each school that is often made in the district office; and (4) handling and bargaining with the district’s unions—teachers, principals, assistant principals, guidance personnel.

Financial decisions of the superintendents and other officers affect the personnel and operations of the individual schools and classrooms. This book, thus, builds the framework—financial, operational, and policy-based—for schools overall, although principals and staff have an important impact on teaching and learning in each school.

CONCLUSION

Thus, sound district finances and management are integral to the provision of a quality education. Indeed, a school district’s budget is the financial representation of its educational plan. Thus, a clarion alert for all teachers: “If it’s not in your budget, it won’t be in your classroom for your students.”

However, sound district finance is increasingly challenging in an era of scarce resources and increasing pressure on schools and districts to improve. Therefore, this book provides an in-depth understanding of fundamental practices, processes, and lessons learned that not only will benefit all school administrators, personnel, parents, students, and other stakeholders but also undergird the provision of an excellent education.

This book will focus on key building blocks essential for the provision of an excellent education. The value proposition inherent in this book should work well for all schools, districts, students, and school stakeholders, regardless of location, type, and demographic mix. The components of sound district finance and management—that are increasingly important in an era of scarce financial, material, and
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