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Executive Summary
This study examines school district spending and funding over a ten-year period. The study identifies both a shift in the 
state and local shares of funding our public schools and the disproportionate growth of school spending in non-general 
education categories.

In 2012-2013, a total of $58 billion in federal, state and local resources was spent to support our almost 700 public school 
districts, or $21,118 per pupil for approximately three million students. Of this support, $8,563 per pupil came from the 
state. Over the past decade the local share (mostly property taxes) of school district revenue has grown five percent, 
while the state share has declined four percent and federal aid has declined by almost two percent.

Of all the spending categories studied, teacher pension costs grew the most (299 percent over ten years), while tuition 
paid to other districts for resident students declined the most (26 percent less over same time period). Spending on 
special education grew 28 percent over the six years for which information was available, while general education 
spending grew 19 percent.

Reductions in spending on general education may contribute to the increased challenges school districts face in 
strengthening their general education programs, providing the opportunity for all students to receive a sound basic 
education, and implementing state-of-the-art learning standards. 
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This report provides basic background on New York State school districts and analyzes the status of and trends in school 
revenues and spending. It includes a description of the number and different type of school districts in New York State, 
revenue sources for public schools, and focuses in detail on where the education dollar is spent and the growth in 
school spending over a ten-year period. It includes an analysis of instructional expense and pupils in general education 
and special education over a six-year period. Appendix A includes a description of data sources and methods.

School Revenues
New York State provides education to students in pre-kindergarten to grade 12. Total expenditures by school districts 
were approximately $58.3 billion in 2012-13. This includes $23.6 billion from state sources including state revenues for 
the School Tax Relief (STAR) program. This amounts to an average expenditure of $21,118 per pupil and an average 
state revenue per pupil of $8,563.

Education revenues come from three sources: local (55 percent), state (41 percent) and federal (4 percent). See Figure 
2. Figure 3 shows that over the past decade, the local share has grown five percent, the state share has declined four 
percent and federal aid has declined two percent, despite increased funds in 2009-10 and 2010-11 attributed to the 
American Reinvestment and Recovery Act of 2009. Figure 4 depicts the change in the percent of revenue sources 
graphically.

Total State Revenue $23,630,308,837

Total Expenditures $58,280,268,889

Average Expenditure Per Pupil $21,118

Average Revenue Per Pupil $8,563

Figure 1. New York State P-12 Education
A $58 Billion Enterprise: 2012-13

Local 55%

Federal 4%

State 35%

STAR 6%

Figure 2. New York State Education Revenue: 2012-13

2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13

Local 50% 50% 51% 51% 50% 49% 51% 52% 55% 55%

Federal 6% 6% 6% 6% 5% 5% 8% 8% 6% 4%

State Total 44% 43% 43% 44% 45% 46% 41% 40% 40% 41%

Figure 3. New York State Education Revenue: 2003-04 to 2012-13

State Total 41%
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Using 2012-13 school year data, local revenues constitute 55 percent of education revenues. About 90 percent derives 
from property taxes levied by boards of education on residential and commercial properties. Only the Big 5 cities (New 
York, Rochester, Yonkers, Buffalo and Syracuse) have constitutional tax limits. The limits apply to the total municipal 
budget, of which the school budget is a part. Independent school districts and the Big 4 dependent city school districts 
have a tax levy cap that requires a super majority 60 percent or greater voter approval to override. The considerable 
reliance on local revenues results in large spending disparities among school districts, and has long been considered a 
school finance challenge to providing equal educational opportunities for all school children. 

New York’s diversity across its almost 700 school districts continues to pose problems for education reformers. NYSED 
ranked school district into deciles by student need in relation to resource capacity and compared the 10 percent highest 
need districts to the 10 percent of lowest need districts. 

In 2007-08, there was a spending gap of more than $5,000 per pupil, despite the fact that the highest need districts were 
taxing themselves more, almost $2 per $1,000 of property value more than the low need districts. The highest need 
school districts had approximately $2,000 in property value for every student while the low need districts had more than 
$14,000 in property value for each student. See Figure 5. 

Comparing the same data in 2011-12, the spending gap has increased to almost $7,000. Taxes have increased for both 
groups of school districts, but high need school districts continue to tax more and spend less. The gap continues to 
increase, as property wealth grew approximately $500 per pupil in high need school districts and almost $2,300 per pupil 
in low need school districts. Comparing the spending gap over time, NYSED reports “this expenditure gap generally 
decreased from 1993-94 until 1999-00, and, with few exceptions, has generally been increasing since the 2001-02 school 
year.1” The highest need school districts tax at a higher rate, but tend to raise less and offer less.

1 New York State Education Department. Analysis of School Finances in New York State, 2011-12. Albany, New York: January 2014.
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Figure 4. Changing Sources of School Revenue: 2003-04 to 2012-13

Per Pupil High Need Low Need High Need Low Need

Spending $10,108 $15,649 $10,984 $17,827

Tax Rate $12.28 $9.37 $14.62 $12.47

Local Revenue $2,082 $14,514 $2,589 $16,885

2007-08 2011-12

Figure 5. Highest Need School Districts Tax at a Higher Rate,  
But Tend to Raise Less and Offer Less
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State revenues for education are provided to create a partnership between the state and local school districts for the 
improvement of education and help school districts offer equal educational opportunity to its public school children. 
Eighty-eight percent of state revenues for education come from the state’s General Fund, primarily from income and 
sales taxes. State sales tax laws reserve four percent for New York State and permit counties and cities to levy up to 
an additional four percent. Approximately 12 percent of state education revenues comes from a special revenue fund 
supported by lottery receipts.

Examining state revenues as a percent of total expenditures for public schools over time, the lowest level of state 
support was in 1944-45 at 31.5 percent. The highest level was in 2001-02 at 48.2 percent and current estimates for 2012-
13 are 40 percent. However, these latter two numbers include revenues from the School Tax Relief Program (STAR), first 
implemented in 1998-99. For 2012-13, STAR revenues made up six percent of total state support for education and 
amounted to $3.3 billion.

The School Tax Relief Program was enacted in 1997 and took effect with the 1998-99 school year. The state makes 
payments to school districts to compensate them for reduced property tax receipts. STAR began with the implementation 
of a state funded school property tax exemption for senior citizen homeowners. This was planned for a four-year phase-
in, but subsequent legislation provided for full implementation for seniors in the first year (1998-99). The basic STAR 
exemption provides tax relief on the first $30,000 in property value for taxpayers in their primary residence who earn 
less than $500,000 a year. A middle class STAR Program--enacted in 2007 and discontinued in 2009--targeted additional 
tax relief to middle income homeowners. Enhanced STAR provides an increased benefit for the primary residences of 
senior citizens (age 65 and older) with qualifying incomes. It exempts the first $64,200 of the full value of a home from 
school taxes as of 2014-15 school tax bills (up from $63,300 in 2013-14). 

Although STAR revenue is state revenue that goes to school districts its purpose and distribution are different from 
school aid. School aid is state revenue that goes to school districts to equalize educational opportunity. STAR is state 
revenue that goes to school districts to reduce real property tax burden. School aid is distributed based on school 
district need factors (such as, fiscal capacity and student poverty) to provide a level playing field so that all students 
will have the opportunity to achieve the education to which the state constitution entitles them. STAR is distributed 
based on property wealth and as such provides more funds to wealthier parts of the state, thus having little impact on 
educational opportunity. Figure 6 shows that average and low need/resource capacity school districts receive more 
STAR per pupil than the four high need school district categories (New York City, Big 4, high need urban/suburban and 
high need rural).

New York
City

Big 4 High Need
Urb/Sub

High Need
Rural

Ave Need Low Need

STAR per Pupil 694 521 1054 923 1426 1629

Share of STAR Aid 25% 2% 8% 5% 40% 21%

Share of Enrollment 39% 5% 8% 6% 30% 14%
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Figure 6. STAR Per Pupil by School District Need/Resource Category
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Education Spending
Examining historical spending on New York State public schools, Figure 7 shows that total spending has increased 
gradually over the past two decades, from $23.9 billion in 1993-94 to $58.3 billion in 2012-13. The rate of growth, 
however, has changed. In the first 15 years of this period annual school spending grew at a rate of 5.6 percent annually. 
Since 2009-10 the rate slowed to 2.1 percent for the next four years. 

The education dollar is spent mostly on salaries of instructional staff, which together with their fringe benefits account 
for 76 percent of every education dollar. The remaining 24 percent is spent on debt service for school construction 
(six percent), operation and maintenance of school buildings (six percent), pupil transportation (five percent), central 
administration including board of education expenses (two percent), non-instructional fringe benefits (three percent) 
and other, including expenses for tuition of resident students attending other school districts (two percent). See  
Figure 8. 

Figure 9 shows that these percentages have been relatively consistent over the past decade with small changes. The 
percent of the education dollar devoted to instruction declined two percentage points and the percent devoted to non-
instructional fringe benefits increased three percent. 

Which categories grew the most and which the least over the past decade? We examined these categories and the 
subcategories contained within them to determine which spending categories grew the most and least over the last 
decade. We looked at results for the state as a whole and for groups of school districts categorized by a measure of their 
student need in relation to resource capacity. The spending categories were taken from Annual Financial Report (ST3) 
data as aggregated by the New York State Education Department in its Fiscal Profiles. 
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Figure 7. New York State School District Spending
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Instruction inc. 
Fringe Benefits 

76%

Non-Inst FB 3%

Admin 2%

Operations 6%

Trans. 5%

Debt Service 6%

Other 2%

Figure 8. New York State: Where the Education Dollar is Spent: 2012-13

2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13

Instruction inc. Fringe Benefits 78% 78% 77% 76% 76% 76% 76% 77% 78% 76%

Non-Inst Benefits 0% 1% 1% 2% 2% 3% 3% 2% 1% 3%

Administration 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2%

Operations 7% 7% 7% 6% 6% 6% 6% 6% 6% 6%

Transportation 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 5%

Debt Service 5% 6% 6% 6% 5% 5% 6% 6% 6% 6%

Other 2% 2% 2% 3% 3% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2%

Figure 9. New York State School Spending: 2003-04 to 2012-13
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Not all education expenses have grown at the same rate. Figure 10 shows that statewide, total school expenditures 
grew 47 percent. The largest growth area was in teacher retirement (299 percent growth) and the smallest growth 
was tuition paid to other New York State school districts (excluding Special Act Districts), which declined 26 percent. 
Significant increases also occurred for the Other category (134 percent or an average of 13.4 percent per year) which 
includes primarily inter-fund transfers, such as transfers from the General Fund to the School Food Service Fund or 
Capital Fund and for Debt Service Principal which increased 135 percent, or an average of 13.5 percent a year over the 
decade 2.

Examining the largest areas of growth for school districts grouped by need/resource capacity category shows that 
teacher retirement was the largest growth area for the Big Four, high need rural districts, average need and low need 
districts. Expenditures for teacher retirement grew the most in low need school districts. Debt service paid for principal 
was the highest growth category for New York City and high need urban and suburban school districts. 

Special and General Education
We examined the growth in pupils with disabilities compared with the growth in general education pupils and the 
growth in instructional spending on general education compared with the growth in special education spending.

Figure 11 shows that both general education and special education expenditures grew from 2006-07 to 2011-12, the latest 
year for which data are available, although special education spending grew at a somewhat faster rate. Expenditures for 
general education grew 19 percent and expenditures for special education grew 28 percent. Examining this growth per 
pupil shows that expenditures per pupil grew 22 percent for general education and 26 percent for special education. 
That is spending per pupil grew at a slightly faster rate for special education pupils.

2 For a complete definition of these expenditure categories, see: http://www.oms.nysed.gov/faru/Profiles/18th/revisedAppendix.html

State NYC Big4 Urban Rural Average Low
Board of Education 35% 42% -4% 52% 23% 33% 37%

Central Administration 24% 10% 44% 30% 37% 32% 25%

Teacher Salaries 30% 38% 8% 20% 10% 25% 35%

Pupil Personnel Services Salaries 24% -70% 16% 36% 33% 38% 37%

Curriculum Dev. and Support Salaries 4% -25% 14% 19% 15% 24% 30%

BOCES 37% 0% 135% 41% 35% 35% 38%

Tuition Paid to other districts -26% -83% -61% 35% 76% 59% 22%

Other Tuition 135% 158% 127% 84% 47% 84% 72%

Other Instructional Salaries 21% 20% 6% 8% 25% 27% 25%

Other Instructional Expenses 56% 92% 61% 37% -2% 9% 5%

Community Service 44% 89% -44% -67% 34% 29% 20%

Operations and Maintenance 28% 51% -4% 6% 18% 18% 22%

Teacher Retirement 299% 244% 163% 413% 380% 481% 629%

Health 84% 131% 94% 52% 63% 75% 64%

Other Employee Benefits 38% 21% 16% 50% 42% 58% 63%

Other Undistributed 46% 53% 48% 33% 59% 44% 42%

Other 134% -13% 16% -31% 327% 196% 175%

Subtotal 46% 60% 27% 32% 31% 40% 44%

Transportation 42% 54% 54% 39% 28% 35% 35%

Debt Service Principal 135% 343% 180% 133% 121% 93% 90%

Debt Service Interest 6% -15% 157% 39% 26% 8% 13%

Total Expenditures 47% 59% 35% 35% 36% 41% 44%

Figure 10. School District Spending Change: 2003-04 to 2012-13
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The number of general education pupils declined three percent over this six-year period and the number of special 
education pupils increased one percent. Despite these changes, Figure 12 shows that the classification rate for students 
with disabilities remained a constant 13 percent over this period. 

Figure 12 also shows that the balance between special and general education changed over this six-year period. 
Although spending grew for both general and special education, the percent of instructional expenditures devoted to 
general education declined two percent and the percent devoted to special education grew two percent. 

Conclusion
Although New York State school districts enjoyed a healthy $21,118 per pupil in education revenues in 2012-13, a 
number of stresses are evident in New York’s education spending. The growth in school spending has slowed sharply 
in recent years with reduced State Aid and the Tax Cap. Spending on fringe benefits has increased for instructional and 
non-instructional staff as well as spending on debt service principal for school construction. The number of students 
with disabilities grew one percent while the number of general education pupils declined three percent and spending 
grew at a slightly faster rate for special education pupils. These stresses may contribute to the increased challenges 
school districts face in strengthening their general education programs, providing the opportunity for all students to 
receive a sound basic education, and implementing state-of-the-art learning standards. 

2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 Change
Gen Expenditures $26,085,780,736 $27,938,976,618 $29,417,505,672 $30,088,158,593 $29,473,160,406 $31,088,294,986 19%

Spec Expenditures $9,685,884,288 $10,038,982,860 $10,926,323,899 $11,362,166,093 $12,260,104,540 $12,418,610,168 28%

Gen Pupils 2,750,202 2,723,955 2,705,290 2,709,505 2,688,528 2,676,495 -3%

Spec Pupils 405,309 410,099 411,516 422,576 412,226 411,123 1%

Gen Exp Per Pupil $9,485 $10,257 $10,874 $11,105 $10,963 $11,615 22%

Spec Exp Per Pupil $23,898 $24,479 $26,551 $26,888 $29,741 $30,207 26%

Total Exp Per Pupil $11,336 $12,118 $12,944 $13,234 $13,459 $14,091 24%

Figure 11. General and Special Education Pupils and Expenditures: 2006-07 to 2011-12

2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12
Gen Expenditures 73% 74% 73% 73% 71% 71%

Spec Expenditures 27% 26% 27% 27% 29% 29%

Gen Pupils 87% 87% 87% 87% 87% 87%

Spec Pupils 13% 13% 13% 13% 13% 13%

Figure 12. The Percentage of General and Special 
Education Pupils and Expenditures: 2006-07 to 2011-12
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Data Sources and Methods
This study reports primarily on data included in the New York State Education Department’s School District Fiscal Profiles. 
The profiles are published annually and summarized data provided by school districts in Annual Financial Reports (the 
ST3). Some data were also included from the NYSED’s Analysis of School District Finances, which is published annually. 

Information was presented in several instances by groupings of school districts, categorized by NYSED’s Need/Resource 
Capacity categories of school districts. Six categories are used, four high need groupings and average and low need 
school districts. The categories are: New York City, the Big 4 city school districts, high need rural school districts, high 
need urban and suburban school districts, average need school districts and low need school districts. The table below 
shows the number of school districts in each category. For a detailed description of the calculation of need/resource 
capacity categories, see: 

http://www.p12.nysed.gov/stateaidworkgroup/2012-13RSAP/RSAP1213final.pdf (page 30).

New York State School District Need/Resource Capacity Categories (2008)

District Category Number of Districts

New York City 1

Big 4 Cities 4

Urban/Suburban High Need 46

High Need Rural 153

Average Need 339

Low Need 133

Total 676

Appendix


