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Shortly after Dr. Steven Adamowski became superintendent of Hartford Public 

Schools in 2006, he proposed a reform strategy built on two pillars. The first pillar 

was school choice, allowing students’ families to choose the schools their children 

would attend. The second pillar was Managed Performance Empowerment (MPE), 

giving schools the autonomy and accountability to promote high performance.1 

Critical to both pillars was a new school funding model that allocates funding 

according to student enrollment and need: student-based budgeting.

Student-based budgeting

The student-based budgeting (SBB) model holds that the amount of funding a 

school receives for each student should reflect the student’s educational need, and 

that funding should follow students to the schools they attend, where school lead-

ers can use those funds to improve student performance. In Hartford, schools may 

receive additional funding based on a student’s grade level, academic achieve-

ment, special education (SPED) status, or on whether the student is an English 

language learner (ELL). Coupled with policies on principal autonomy, SBB also 

gives Hartford principals greater authority over their budgets. 

Through SBB, district leaders sought to increase funding equity, improve bud-

geting and accountability, and increase transparency, all in an effort to improve 

student performance. Three years later, this report asks:

Have the goals of SBB been achieved?

In so doing, the evaluation considered four research questions: 

research question 1
Has SBB changed the amount of funding individual schools receive?

research question 2
Has the allocation of school funding become more equitable, both in providing 

schools with the same amount of funding for students with the same character-

istics, and in allocating more funding for students with greater need? 

research question 3
Has SBB increased principals’ sense of accountability at the school level?

research question 4
Has SBB brought greater transparency to the district’s funding process?

??

Executive Summary
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The answer to all questions is “yes”

We found that the answer to each of the research questions was a very clear “yes”:

research question 1
Has SBB changed the amount of funding individual schools receive?

finding
 

system, and as a result, almost all schools received a different amount of fund-

ing in 2010–11 than they would have received without SBB.

schools based on expected student enrollment and the expected educational 

needs of those students.

start of the new school year, the enrollment size and student composition of  

a school often changed. But funding was not reallocated to match final school 

enrollments, causing some schools to receive more funding than the SBB  

formula calculated based on final enrollment, while others received less. 

would have likely forced some teachers to change schools, so they chose not  

to reallocate funds to minimize classroom disruption. 

research question 2
Has the allocation of school funding become more equitable, both in providing 

schools with the same amount of funding for students with the same character-

istics, and in allocating more funding for students with greater need?

finding
-

ing schools with the same amount of funding for students with the same char-

acteristics, and in allocating more funding for students with greater need.

to provide necessary resources. Schools enrolling the highest concentrations 

of ELL, SPED, and low-performing students (“highest need” quartile) received 

modestly more funding under SBB than schools enrolling the lowest concen-

trations (“lowest need” quartile) of those students, an improvement over the 

pre-SBB period. 

schools are budgeted the same amount of funding for Hartford students with 

the same characteristics.

teacher salaries makes the distribution of resources less equitable, because 
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schools with more-expensive teachers are effectively charged less than those 

teachers cost the district, freeing up funding for other uses, while schools em-

ploying less-expensive teachers experience the opposite effect. District leaders 

research question 3
Has SBB increased principals’ sense of accountability at the school level?

finding

the sense that they have greater control over and can truly be held account-

able for student outcomes. 

 

schools differently and changing the way they deliver instruction. 

and new skills.

-

cipals see an opportunity and obligation to market their schools to maintain 

desired enrollment levels.

research question 4
Has SBB brought greater transparency to the district’s funding process? 

finding

simplicity of the SBB formula, make it possible to easily see how the district  

allocates the majority of funds to each school. 

the district’s reconciliation of budgeted funding to actual funding is not read-

ily available to the public. 

as the SBB formula.
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Opportunities for improvement

In theory, SBB requires that the district adjust funding allocations to schools ac-

cording to shifts in enrollment levels and demographics, and that the district al-

locate all funds included in the SBB funding stream based on the number and 

types of students a school enrolls. If SBB is implemented this way, school funding 

can be fully responsive to the needs of the student body at each school. In practice, 

however, HPS concluded that strict adherence to the principles of SBB would lead 

to undesirable consequences, and chose a different approach. Although SBB has 

already had a positive impact in Hartford, addressing the following issues could 

result in an even greater impact: 

 The district has strug-

gled to accurately predict school enrollments for the upcoming year. The 

difference between actual enrollments determined on October 1st and pre-

dicted enrollments calculated the previous May resulted in several schools 

receiving more funding in 2010–11 than their level of need would indicate 

using the SBB formula. Although there are trade-offs to adjusting fund-

ing after school budgets are approved, updating enrollment projections 

throughout the spring and summer and making adjustments to school 

budgets based upon more accurate enrollment data is possible, and con-

sistent with the principles of SBB. 

The district pays teacher 

salaries, but to do so, it charges every school the same “average” salary 

for each of its teachers. As a result, schools essentially get a discount on 

their most expensive teachers who cost the district more than the average 

salary, and then get “overcharged” for newer, relatively inexpensive teach-

ers who cost the district less than the average teacher salary. As a result, 

schools with very expensive teachers essentially receive more funding than 

the SBB would calculate based on the level of need reflected in their student 

body, while the opposite holds true for schools with less-expensive teach-

using actual salaries outweigh the benefits of doing so, and will continue 

to use average salaries, at least for the time being. Whether or not the dis-

trict decides to use actual teacher salaries in the future, it is essential that 

the district make actual teacher costs at the school level readily available 

“true” costs of running each school and ensure that actual funding levels 

align with the level of student need in each school. 
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Conclusion

Hartford’s implementation of student-based budgeting represents a complete 

overhaul of the district’s old system and has had a measurably positive impact on 

schools. Implementation has not been without its challenges, however, and is still 

a work in progress.

The district acknowledges that the system is not yet where the district wants 

it to be, and we find that Hartford can do more to minimize complications from 

enrollment uncertainties, which prevent more accurate funding levels for schools. 

In addition, Hartford can increase the level of transparency by publicly reconcil-

ing actual spending on teachers and all major line items within a school’s budget 

so that it is possible to see exactly how much it costs to run each school.

Overall, however, SBB is off to a strong start in Hartford. Funding levels at 

schools are moving in a direction that better reflects student needs. Principals 

feel more accountable for managing their budgets in ways that result in the high-

est possible impact on student achievement. The budgeting system has become 

much more transparent. Additionally, SBB is a powerful partner with other key 

reforms, including school choice and principal autonomy. By addressing the chal-

lenges highlighted in this report, Hartford can make SBB even more supportive of 

its overall reform effort.
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W
hen the Connecticut State Department of Education published its 

first district report cards in 2003, it was obvious that the Hartford 

Public Schools district was struggling. Fewer than half of its stu-

dents were proficient on the state reading exam.2 Math performance was better, 

but 63 percent of 10th-graders and 43 percent of younger students failed to meet 

proficiency benchmarks. Compared with the state, Hartford looked even worse; its 

proficiency rates trailed by as many as 39 percentage points. Proficiency rates for 

10th-graders remained stagnant over the next four years, but things got worse for 

younger students. On average, the percentage of students proficient on the state 

exam in third through eighth grades dropped 3 percentage points in reading and 

11 percentage points in math, and the proficiency gap between the district and the 

state grew by as many as 13 percentage points. 

The arrival of Steven Adamowski as district superintendent in 2006 began a 

new chapter at Hartford Public Schools (HPS). Within months, Adamowski in-

troduced a plan to improve the quality of a Hartford education. HPS would close 

chronically underperforming schools, open new school models, become an all-

choice system, cut back central district expenses to push more funding to schools, 

and increase principals’ autonomy. HPS would also pursue another important 

reform that received less attention—addressing the district’s antiquated inputs-

ratios with little consideration of student need.

In 2008, Hartford Public Schools released the findings of a study of school fi-

nancing across the district.3 Grossly unequal funding ranked among the top is-

sues the authors highlighted. Although some Hartford schools received only about 

$4,000 per student, the study showed that others received as much as $18,000 

—a difference of 450 percent. Even among schools serving similar student popula-

tions, the funding that schools received varied greatly. “Our current funding model 

Soon after the study, Hartford implemented a new funding model based on the 

principles of student-based budgeting. Student-based budgeting (SBB) allocates 

Funding a Better Education
Conclusions from the first three years of student-based budgeting in Hartford
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school funding based on the number of students schools enroll and the needs of 

those students. 4

Now, three years later, is SBB meeting these goals?

This report seeks to answer that question by analyzing six years of budget data 

and through interviews with Hartford principals running schools both before and 

after SBB implementation. Using these data, we evaluate the progress the district 

has made in implementing SBB. In so doing, the report considers four research 

questions:

research question 1
Has SBB changed the amount of funding individual schools receive?

research question 2
Has the allocation of school funding become more equitable, both in providing 

schools with the same amount of funding for students with the same character-

istics, and in allocating more funding for students with greater need? 

research question 3
Has SBB increased principals’ sense of accountability at the school level?

research question 4
Has SBB brought greater transparency to the district’s funding process?

??
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Before 2008, Hartford, like most districts, allocated the bulk of school funding 

using an inputs-based model. Under an inputs-based funding model, the cost of 

various inputs, such as teachers and materials, drove funding, without taking 

into consideration the students each school served. For example, schools received 

funding for an additional teacher, janitor, or other staff person for a certain num-

ber of students (see Figure 1). 

-

uitable.5

because they fail to target resources where they would be most useful—to stu-

dents with the greatest needs. Meanwhile, research suggests that disadvantaged 

students are more expensive to educate than their peers with more advantages, 

and schools that serve them require additional resources to ensure all students 

can achieve at high levels.6

Figure 1. Funding template under Hartford’s old budgeting system

Base Allocation = $

No. of Teachers = $

1 Principal = $

1 Assistant Principal = $

Secretary = $

# Guidance Counselors = $

# Custodians = $

Materials & Supplies = $

Program Allocation = $

Total Budget = $

Source: Re-created from Hartford Public Schools. (2008). Hartford, a system of schools: 

Guide to student-based budgeting 2008-09. Hartford, CT. Retrieved from 
http://www.hartfordschools.org/documents/RevisedSBBGuide.pdf

Student-based budgeting

In contrast, student-based budgeting (SBB) is a funding model that holds that 

the amount of funding a school receives for each student should reflect the stu-

dent’s educational need, and that funding should follow students to the schools 

section i

Student-based budgeting in Hartford
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they attend, where school leaders can best target those funds to improve student  

performance. Under SBB, all students receive some minimum level of funding, 

often called the “foundation amount.”7 Then students with additional needs gen-

erate extra funding, such as low-performing students or English language learn-

ers, who require additional services to achieve at high levels, and are therefore 

costlier to educate (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Funding under student-based budgeting

Foundation amount × Number of students = $

English language learner (ELL) supplement × Number of ELL students = $

Total Budget = $

The potential of SBB

Advocates for SBB in Hartford schools believe that it offers an attractive alterna-

tive to the old funding system.8 They argue that by making student enrollment and 

need the most important factors that determine school funding, SBB ensures that 

financial resources are allocated fairly and in a targeted way. They also claim that 

the use of a single, straightforward formula to allocate the bulk of education funds 

makes SBB a far more transparent funding system than what HPS used previously. 

In addition, they believe SBB ensures the district’s financial sustainability. To 

begin, SBB ensures that funding is aligned with student need, so dollars get to the 

right place. But Hartford’s SBB model also helps fund the changes necessitated by 

reform, such as breaking a large high school into smaller ones or developing a new 

school model, without draining funds from schools’ regular operating budgets. For 

example, special funds cover the cost of a new school start-up, and then the SBB 

funds that a school generates via its student enrollment sustain the school over 

time.

SBB advocates also argue that the funding model has the potential to hasten 

the pace of reform by serving as a sort of “necessary precondition” through which 

other reforms can take place.9 SBB can significantly enhance the benefits of two 

complementary reforms, principal autonomy and school choice:

refers to flexibility for school leaders to make decisions 

that will benefit their students. In contrast, districts often dictate how the 

principal must handle different situations, including hiring and firing teach-

ers, how much time to spend on instruction, and curriculum pacing and se-

quencing. Many districts dictate how principals must spend the vast majority 

of the school funding they receive (see Figure 3). When principals can decide 

how best to use each dollar, and receive the resources they need to serve dis-

advantaged students, they have the financial ability to address the unique 

needs of their student population, rather than those of the “average student.”10 
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refers to a school assignment method in which families have 

the opportunity to choose the schools their children will attend. In most dis-

tricts, the only options for parents are an assigned school or a specialized 

magnet or charter. Hartford, however, is Connecticut’s only all-choice dis-

trict. Every school in HPS is a school of choice, and every family must choose 

a school for its child. Together, school choice and SBB offer a powerful ac-

countability mechanism. Ideally, if schools are low-performing, parents will 

not choose them, and the school will experience declining enrollments. In 

theory, schools receive funding only for the students they enroll under SBB. 

As a result, low-performing schools experiencing declining enrollments face 

two choices—improve education and attract new students, or continue to 

lose students and eventually close for lack of funding.

Although SBB is not a panacea to the obstacles that urban education systems like 

Hartford face, advocates believe it can support an environment in which other 

reforms can gain traction. 

$ School Funding $

District

Principals

Student Achievement

Principals

Student Achievement

Teachers

Supplies

Equipment

After-school sessions

$ School Funding $

Traditional System

System with 

Principal Autonomy and SBB

Figure 3. Resource allocation in a traditional education system vs. a system with principal 
autonomy and SBB
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The Hartford model

The SBB model Hartford adopted in 2008–09 is a radical break from the district’s 

budgeting practices of the past. Before SBB, the district calculated how many 

teachers, support staff, and supplies to send to a school based largely on what 

that school received the year before, and to a lesser extent, the number of students 

enrolled. As with most school districts across the country, schools in Hartford 

received most funding as staff positions, and therefore received very few actual 

dollars with which leaders could purchase what they wanted for their schools. In 

contrast, SBB directs the majority of funding to schools based on the students 

they enroll and the needs of those students. With principal empowerment or au-

tonomy also in place, the new budgeting process leaves it up to the principal to 

make most spending decisions. In this section we discuss how Hartford’s SBB 

model operates.

basics of the hartford model

Hartford’s SBB model provides every school with a base level of funding for every 

student and additional funding based on four weights—grade level, prior achieve-

ment, being an English language learner (ELL), and special education (SPED). 

Each of these need factors has subcategories that generate more or less funding, 

with funding increasing as student need increases (see Table 1, page 13). District 

leaders chose not to allocate additional funding based on student poverty because 

they believe the best way to identify students with greater need is to look at past 

academic performance.11

Grade-level weights incorporate the “foundation” amount—$6,483 in 2010–11. 

The district determines whether a child is eligible for an “achievement” weight 

based on his performance on the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) in 

grades K–3, and on the state exam (CMT or CAPT) in all other tested grades.12 The 

district conducts special assessments to identify students as ELL and SPED, and 

to determine a qualifying student’s level of need. Every year, Hartford also revisits 

the weights and funding categories used in its SBB formula to better reflect the 

costs of educating different students and the availability of resources. 

hartford model in practice

In 2010–11, a fourth-grader who was proficient on the state exam and did not re-

quire additional services generated the base funding amount—$6,483—for his 

school. A ninth-grade student who was “well below standards” on the state exam 

and required the most intensive ELL support generated $11,648 for his school. 

Meanwhile, a third-grader who was reading on grade level but required Level 1 

SPED services generated $12,457 for his school. And a school received $7,759 for 

an eighth-grade student who scored in the highest proficiency category on the 

state exam. Just as in the previous examples, the district determines a funding 

amount for each student based on the weights in the SBB formula, and then it 

allocates the appropriate funding amount to each school (see Table 2, page 15). 
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In addition, schools enrolling fewer than 260 students were eligible to receive a 

supplement—$265,000 per school in 2010–11. 

As Table 2 demonstrates, the amount of funding a school receives depends on 

the number and types of students enrolled. School 2 received significantly more 

total SBB funding because it enrolls more students. But School 2 also receives 

more funding per pupil because a higher proportion of its students qualify for ad-

ditional funding based on the criteria in the formula.

special funds
It is important to note, however, that Hartford does not allocate all funding 

through its SBB formula. SBB funds are all general funds, over which school lead-

ers have a lot of flexibility around spending. In contrast, state and categorical 

funds, other special education funds, and some program funds are allocated 

through different methods due to restrictions in how they can be used and their 

funding structures. 

Table 1. Hartford student weights 2010–11 

  

Grade

Pre-K 0.92 $6,000

K 0.85 $5,511

1–3 1.20 $7,779

4–6 1.00 $6,483

7–8 1.10 $7,132

9–12 1.30 $8,428

Achievement

Developmental Reading  
Assessment (K–3)

 
0.10

 
$627

High 0.10 $627

Below 0.05 $314

Well Below 0.10 $627

ELL

0–30 months 0.40 $2,593

Transition to mainstream 0.25 $1,621

60+ months 0.13 $843

Special Education

Level 1 0.80 $4,678

Level 2 1.30 $7,600

Level 3 2.40 $13,981

Level 4 4.07 $23,735

Hartford Public Schools. (2010). Hartford Public School’s adopted education budget FY 2010–11. 
Retrieved from http://www.hartfordschools.org/documents/2010-2011ADOPTEDBUDGETBOOK.pdf
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For example, magnet operating funds are state funds for use by magnet schools 

only; school readiness funds must go toward high-quality preschool; and special 

education program funds are designated by law for a specific set of special edu-

cation services. Many other special funds, including Title I and priority school 

district funds, can be allocated only to schools with high levels of student need. 

In 2010–11, HPS budgeted more than 70 percent of all school funding through 

SBB.13 It allocated the remaining 30 percent, “special funds,” through a series of 

other formulas. We did not analyze special funds for two reasons. First, they are 

not part of the SBB formula. Second, special funds are not included in the district’s 

SBB formula because the district faces defined federal and state criteria and other 

restrictions on how those funds are allocated. We limited our study to those funds 

over which HPS had control of allocation.

a transition

Since school funding and student need were not well aligned in Hartford before 

SBB, implementation of the new funding model meant that school funding levels 

would shift. Recognizing that schools would need time to adjust to new funding 

amounts, Hartford developed a three-year transition plan that capped a school’s 

funding gains and losses in the first two years (see Appendix B for details). As a 

result, 2010–11 was the first year Hartford fully implemented its SBB model. 
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Table 2. Sample school allocation budgets of SBB funds, 2010–11

Weight
Per 

Capita   Students  
Funding  

Allocation Students
Funding  

Allocation

Pre-K 0.92 $6,000 × 18 = $108,000 0 = $0

K 0.85 $5,511 × 46 = $253,506 0 = $0

1–3 1.20 $7,779 × 176 = $1,369,104 0 = $0

4–6 1.00 $6,483 × 192 = $1,244,736 0 = $0

7–8 1.10 $7,132 × 129 = $920,028 0 = $0

9–12 1.30 $8,428 × 0 = $ 0 700 = $5,899,600

 

Academic Intervention

DRA (K–3) 0.10 $627 × 119 = $74,613 0 = $0

Well Below Standards 0.10 $627 × 47 = $29,469 49 = $30,723

Below Standards 0.05 $314 × 56 = $17,584 47 = $14,758

High Achievement 0.10 $627 × 0 = $ 0 0 = $0

English Language Learners

0–30 Months 0.40 $2,593 × 30 = $77,790 64 = $165,952

Transition to Mainstream 0.25 $1,621 × 2 = $3,242 1 = $1,621

30 + Months 0.13 $843 × 22 = $18,546 118 = $99,474

Special Education

Level 1 0.80 $4,678 × 49 = $229,222 123 = $575,394

Level 2 1.30 $7,600 × 6 = $45,600 32 = $243,200

Level 3 2.40 $13,981 × 6 = $83,886 4 = $55,924

Level 4 4.07 $23,735 × 0 = $ 0 0 = $0

Total SBB FORMULA         = $4,475,326 = $7,086,646

Foundation         = $ 0 $0

   

 

Hartford Public Schools. (2010). Hartford Public School’s adopted education budget FY 2010–11. Retrieved from  
http://www.hartfordschools.org/documents/2010-2011ADOPTEDBUDGETBOOK.pdf
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The remainder of this report examines the extent to which Hartford’s experience 

with SBB has met expectations. Specifically, we seek to answer four research 

questions:

research question 1
Has SBB changed the amount of funding individual schools receive?

research question 2
Has the allocation of school funding become more equitable, both in providing 

schools with the same amount of funding for students with the same character-

istics, and in allocating more funding for students with greater need? 

research question 3
Has SBB increased principals’ sense of accountability at the school level?

research question 4
Has SBB brought greater transparency to the district’s funding process?

To answer these questions, we conducted a quantitative analysis of school 

budget data from 2004–05 to 2010–11. Additionally, we conducted interviews 

with nine Hartford principals who were school leaders in Hartford both before 

and after the implementation of SBB, and had multiple conversations with 

district leadership. See Appendix B for more information about data sources  

and methodology. 

research question 1 

Has SBB changed the amount of funding individual schools receive?

Hartford’s SBB formula represents a clear break from the district’s old funding 

with the school board’s intent, the SBB formula allocates funds to schools based 

on students’ educational needs and expected enrollment. As a result, we find that 

schools receive a different amount of funding through SBB than they would have 

received under the district’s old allocation model. 

?

section ii

Measuring the effects of SBB
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evidence that school funding allocations have changed

As outlined in Section I of this report, Hartford’s SBB formula is new. Changing 

the funding formula, however, does not necessarily mean the amount of funds a 

school actually receives is different from before. 

To evaluate whether funding levels are different, we applied the 2010–11 SBB 

funding formula to 2007–08 enrollment data to estimate how much funding 

schools would have received from relevant funding streams had the formula been 

in effect then (see methodology for details).14

The results show that SBB does in fact represent a large shift in funding amounts 

from the old allocation process. As we explain in depth in the methodology, this 

analysis relies on a number of assumptions and estimates, so the numbers pre-

sented below are mainly illustrative. However, they provide a useful framework for 

evaluating how SBB affected school funding levels across the district.

In Figure 4, each bar represents a school and shows the difference between 

what schools actually received in 2007–08 and the funding they would have re-

ceived had the district allocated funds using the 2010–11 SBB formula. Although 

SBB does not change the total amount of available funding from relevant sources, 

we find that some schools would have received more funding and others less.15

Figure 4. Difference between what schools would have received using the 2010–11 SBB for-
mula and what they actually received from relevant funding streams in 2007–08 
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Figure 4 also illustrates that the extent of the impact would have differed con-

siderably by school. Each bar represents one school in 2007–08, showing the differ-

ence between what the school received from relevant funding streams in 2007–08 

and what it would have received using the 2010–11 SBB formula. These figures in-

clude only relevant funding streams (general funds minus utilities and the special 

education line item) divided by the number of resident students (students living 
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in the HPS boundaries). Out-of-district students attending magnets and magnet 

operating funds, which are not part of general funds, are not included in these 

calculations.

 Schools on the left side would have received thousands less per pupil had the 

district allocated relevant funds using the 2010–11 SBB formula. Schools on the 

right would have received thousands more. For example, Hartford Magnet Middle 

received a vastly higher per-pupil funding amount from relevant funding streams 

in 2007–08 than most other schools in the district—about $14,400 per resident 

pupil compared with $7,500 per resident pupil at the average school—magnet or 

traditional—in the district. According to our estimates, SBB would have brought 

funding from relevant funding streams at Hartford Magnet Middle in line with 

other schools in the district, decreasing per-pupil funding by nearly $8,000. Mean-

while, Rawson would have received about $2,650 more per pupil, and Hooker 

would have received about the same amount of funding from relevant funds. We 

estimate that the per-pupil amount would have changed by more than $1,000 for 

about half of schools, and most schools (69 percent) would have received more 

funding. 

explaining the difference in funding levels

As described earlier, SBB assigns a weight for different student characteristics, 

such as grade level, student performance, or eligibility for ELL or SPED services, 

and these weights generate additional funding. School funding should therefore 

more closely align with these categories of student need under SBB than under the 

district’s old allocation formula. 

The graphs in Figure 5 (page 19) plot per-pupil funding from SBB funding 

streams against the average student weight at each school. Each school is repre-

sented on the graphs twice, once with a green dot and once with a blue dot. The 

green dots estimate how much funding schools would have likely received from 

relevant sources in 2007–08 had the district used the 2010–11 SBB formula, while 

the blue dots show how much funding schools actually received from relevant 

sources in 2007–08. 

Both dots appear in the same spot on the graphs horizontally, because the level 

of student need does not change. But vertical placement of the green and blue dots 

often differs considerably for the same school. As the formula would predict, the 

line of green dots shows perfect alignment between funding level and student 

need. As the cloud of blue dots show, however, there was little correlation between 

student need and per-pupil funding from SBB sources under the old system. 

Again, our results rely heavily on a number of estimates and assumptions, and 

are therefore mainly illustrative. The impact of aligning funding with student 

need, however, becomes very apparent when we look at a few schools with a simi-

lar level of student need, shown in Figures 5a and 5b. Hartford Middle Magnet, 

Noah Webster, and Rawson all had a similar level of student need in 2007–08, as 

did Parkville, Milner, M.D. Fox and Simpson Waverly. As the green dots show, the 

schools would therefore have received a similar level of per-pupil funding from 



Figure 5. Correlation between funding and weights for student characteristics, 2007–08
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relevant sources using the 2010–11 funding formula—between $6,800 and $6,900 

for the schools in Figure 5a and between $7,200 and $7,350 for the schools in Figure 

5b.16

But in 2007–08, Hartford Magnet Middle received about three times as much 

funding per pupil from relevant funds (general funds minus utilities and special 

education) as Rawson received. Although this is an extreme example, Figures 5a 

and 5b show many instances where schools with similar levels of student need 

received very different funding amounts. For example, Noah Webster, another 

magnet school, received nearly $8,000 less than Hartford Magnet Middle. More 

than $2,400 separated Milner and Simpson-Waverly—both traditional schools, 

while Hooker, a magnet school, received an additional $1,300 per pupil compared 

to Simpson-Waverly.

the impact of a changing enrollment

Each spring, Hartford creates a budget for the following school year based on 

the district’s projections for student enrollment, including both the number of 

students expected to enroll at each school and the anticipated needs of those stu-

student enrollment numbers often change. 

In theory, SBB requires that the district adjust funding allocations to schools 

according to shifts in enrollment levels and demographics, making school fund-

ing fully responsive to the needs of the student body at each school. We wanted to 

evaluate the extent to which Hartford’s SBB system addressed these changes in 

student enrollment in 2010–11. To do so, we applied the 2010–11 SBB formula to the 

best and most recent enrollment counts available for 2010–11, repeating the same 

analysis done in Figure 4 (page 17).17 This time, however, we looked only at the 

2010–11 school year, comparing the funding schools actually received in 2010–11 

with what we would have expected schools to receive based on their final 2010–11 

enrollments. 

The blue bars in Figure 6 (page 21) show the difference between what each 

school should have received had the SBB formula been applied to final enrollment 

numbers, and what each school actually received from relevant funding streams. 

Schools on the left side received more per pupil than they should have according 

to their final enrollment and level of student need. Schools on the right received 

less. But if Hartford had used final enrollment numbers and done more to real-

locate resources among schools after the initial budgeting process, there would 

have been almost no difference between what any school should have received 

according to the formula, and how much it actually received. 
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Figure 6. Difference between what schools should have received had the SBB formula been applied to final school 
enrollments and what they actually received from SBB funding streams in 2010–1118

Changes in student enrollment were the main reason for the inconsistency be-
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according to the formula. In 2010–11, Hartford estimated that district enrollment 
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As a result, many school enrollment projections were too high, so many schools 

received more funding than the 2010–11 SBB formula predicted based on final 

enrollment. In the spring of the 2009–10 school year, for example, HPS projected 

that 313 district students would attend Mary Hooker. But just 209 district students 

attended, a difference of more than one-third.20 The district estimated that 483 

students would enroll at Global Communications Academy, but actual enrollment 

in 2010–11 was just 373—a difference of 30 percent of actual enrollment.

Projected enrollment for a few schools, however, was lower than final enroll-
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Strict adherence to the principles of SBB would require that the district allocate 

all dollars included in the SBB funding stream based on the actual number and 

types of students a school enrolls, even if doing so requires the district to adjust 

funding allocations to schools when enrollment numbers or the level of student 

need shifts up or down at a school.

According to district personnel, HPS tried to get back some of the overage al-

located to schools such as Hooker and Global to redistribute those funds, but by 

the time it did so, many of the overfunded schools had already spent the funds 

for recouping and redistributing the funds would have been to move staff among 

schools after the school year had started. According to the district, though, this 

option was not ideal for at least three reasons:

 If HPS shifted funds based on actual enrollments, 

as salaries represent the bulk of schools’ budgets. Moving teachers after the 

start of the school year would have meant disrupting classrooms in at least 

two ways. First, class size would have changed, with some classes becoming 

smaller, others growing larger. Second, all of the students involved would 

have had to adapt to new teachers months into the school year.

As part of Hart-

ford’s reform plan, many schools have been redesigned, and as part of that re-

design process, some teachers received specialized training. Moving teach-

ers after the start of the year because of funding decreases would have meant 

that teachers trained in a school’s particular approach would have been 

placed at schools using a different model, preventing a school from reaping 

the full potential of that teacher. 

Moving staff after the start of the 

school year would have prevented principals from taking the time they need 

to conduct a rigorous selection process. In addition, hiring guidelines would 

have required that principals at underfunded schools choose new staff from 

a pool of teachers already on the district payroll, rather than conducting a 

wider search for teachers who fit best with the school culture and needs.

Given these realities, the district had to make a choice between reallocating 

funds according to actual enrollments and student characteristics, or keeping 

staff where they were and straying from the formula in 2010–11. Leaders at HPS 

chose the latter, a decision they felt was better for students and teachers. 
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The impact of SBB on school funding:

-

sult, almost all schools received a different amount of funding in 2010–11 than they would have 

received without SBB.

expected student enrollment and the expected educational needs of those students.

school year, the enrollment size and student composition of a school often changed. But funding 

was not reallocated to match final school enrollments, causing some schools to receive more 

funding than the SBB formula calculated based on final enrollment, while others received less. 

forced some teachers to change schools, so they chose not to reallocate funds to minimize 

classroom disruption.

!

research question 2

Has the allocation of school funding become more equitable  
under SSB?

School funding is equitable when two things happen: schools enrolling students 

with greater needs receive more funding, and schools receive the same amount 

of funding for students with the same level of need. The analysis found signs that 

equity has indeed improved since SBB’s implementation in 2008–09. Principals 

who led schools both before and after SBB believe they now receive a fair level 

of funding relative to other schools, and the data indicate that school funding is 

better aligned with student need than under Hartford’s old budgeting system. The 

data also show, however, that the district’s method for charging schools for the 

teachers they employ is a source of inequity, but that resolving the issue involves 

greater equity with respect to student need

We evaluated how equitably SBB funding has been distributed both before and 

after SBB based on four indicators of student need: being eligible for free or  

reduced-price lunch, being an English language learner, qualifying for special 

education, and being a low performer. For each indicator, we divided schools into 

four groups based on the percentage of students with that characteristic. Then we 

compared how much funding schools in the group enrolling the highest percent-
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ages of those students (the “high-needs” group) received, compared with schools 

in the group enrolling the lowest percentages of those students (the “low-needs” 

group). In an equitable system, we would expect schools in the high-needs group 

to receive more funding from SBB funding streams than the low-needs group. 

Although this analysis is simple, Table 3 provides a snapshot of how funds are 

distributed across schools with different levels of need. 

In 2010–11, the first year SBB was supposed to be fully implemented, we found 

that schools in the high-needs groups consistently—but modestly—received more 

funding than schools in the low-needs group, across all indicators of student 

need, as indicated by the green shading. In contrast, high-needs schools seldom 

received a higher per-pupil amount from relevant sources than low-needs schools 

in the pre-SBB period, with the exception of schools enrolling the highest concen-

trations of ELL students. 

Table 3. Comparison of per-pupil funding for schools enrolling students with the highest 
and lowest concentrations of student need

Per-Pupil Funding through SBB Funding Streams

FRL*
High Needs $9,830 $7,572 $5,719 $5,006

Low Needs $9,378 $7,365 $6,123 $7,020

ELL
High Needs $9,671 $7,786 $5,298 $4,908

Low Needs $9,628 $6,932 $4,867 $5,213

High Needs $11,235 $8,446 $5,721 $5,360

Low Needs $9,059 $8,517 $6,314 $6,381

High Needs $9,076 $7,769 $5,352 n/a

Low Needs $8,955 $8,427 $6,095 n/a

Note: Performance data were not publicly available in 2005–06.

Note: Green shading indicates that high-needs schools received more funding. Blue 
shading indicates that low-needs schools received more funding.

*In 2010–11, more than half of all schools reported 100% of students eligible for free or  
reduced-price lunch. Rather than breaking schools into quartiles based on FRL enroll-
ment in 2010–11, we defined “high-need” schools as 100% FRL enrollment, and “low- 
need” schools as less than 100% FRL enrollment.

Despite the execution issues highlighted in the previous section, SBB still rep-

resents a significant improvement in equity with respect to student need. As 

Table 3 demonstrates, high-needs schools often received hundreds of dollars 

less per pupil than low-needs schools in the pre-SBB period, but under SBB in 

2010–11, high-needs schools consistently received more funding. Interestingly, 

schools enrolling the highest percentages of FRL, ELL, and low-performing stu-

dents received only slightly more funding per pupil compared with schools en-

rolling the lowest proportions of these students. Given that 2010–11 was the third 
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year Hartford implemented SBB—and the first year SBB was fully implemented 

—we would have expected a greater difference between the amount of funding that 

low-needs and high-needs schools received.

explaining sbb’s modest impact on equity
As described earlier, the first step in the SBB budget process is to propose a bud-

get. The proposed budget is fully aligned with the SBB formula, and the SBB for-

mula provides additional funding for students with any of the four need indica-

tors examined above. SBB therefore starts from a more equitable point than did 

Hartford’s old funding system. 

 As discussed in the previous section, however, the number and types of stu-

dents enrolled at each school often change from the time the district creates its 

budget to the first student count date, and HPS has not yet fully adjusted funding 

amounts to reflect those enrollment changes. As a result, SBB has not yet offered 

as large an improvement as it could. Ideally, funding would not only be more eq-

uitable at the extremes, but also increase incrementally across each school as 

student need increases. Our data analysis shows that this is not yet the case. We 

expect, however, that equity with respect to student need will only improve as 

the district improves its implementation of SBB, following through with needed 

adjustments to funding levels based on actual enrollment numbers. 

principals interviewed consider sbb formula fair

When we asked principals whether their schools received a fair level of funding 

relative to other schools, the answer was almost always yes. Principals told us 

that under SBB, they understand how the district allocates funds to schools and 

why funding levels at their school may shift from year to year. Even the majority 

of principals with whom we spoke whose schools have lost funding under SBB 

believed that funding was fair, because each school budget followed the same 

formula for allocating SBB funds, providing the same amount of funding for stu-

dents with the same level of need. One principal did express concern that the en-

rollments used to develop her school’s budget did not reflect actual enrollments, 

resulting in less funding than she believed her school deserved. 

Several district school principals, however, were quick to point out that funding 

for out-of-district students attending magnet schools in Hartford does not follow 

the SBB formula because magnet funds are special funds. As a result, magnets re-

ceive a large funding advantage. “Out-of-district magnet students generate more 

funding” on page 26, explains how Hartford magnet funding works.
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The SBB formula allocates funding for students living within the borders of the Hartford 

Public Schools district. About half of the students enrolled in Hartford’s magnet schools, 

however, live outside the district. The state funds these students through a separate source 

designated for magnet schools, at a flat per-pupil rate—just over $13,000 per pupil in 2010–

11. This means that if a fourth-grade student without any additional need characteristics 

lives in Hartford, he would generate $6,483 for his school. But if that child lives in Newing-

ton and attends a magnet school in Hartford, he generates more than $13,000—more than 

twice as much. 

$6,483

$13,054

Lives in Hartford Lives in Newington

A student generates a very different funding level  
for a magnet school based on where he lives
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Consider Breakthrough Magnet and nearby Moylan Elementary, a traditional district 

school. In 2010–11, the district projected that Moylan’s student body would have greater 

educational needs than Breakthrough Magnet’s district students. As a result, the district 

budgeted $8,180 per Moylan student through SBB, compared to $7,586 for every Break-

through Magnet student who resided in Hartford—a difference of nearly $600. 

 But approximately half of Breakthrough Magnet’s students were expected to live 

outside the district, and each of those students brought more than $13,000 to the school. 

Once the district accounted for all funding, SBB and special funds included, Break-

through Magnet was slated to receive nearly $1,100 more per pupil overall than Moylan. 

This might have been justified if Breakthrough Magnet’s suburban students had higher 

levels of need, but the data show that the opposite is true.
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Other special funds also could have contributed to the funding difference, but since many 

of those funding streams are related to student need, such as Title I funding, they should 

have raised per-pupil funding at Moylan above that of Breakthrough Magnet. The effects 

of such need-based funding, however, were not large enough to outweigh the additional 

magnet operating funding. Breakthrough Magnet received more than $380,000 more 

than it would have received at Moylan’s per-pupil level—enough to hire at least half a 

dozen teachers.

 Although the data show that magnet schools have lost the most funding as a result 

of SBB, when we look at all funding dollars, including state magnet operating funds, 

magnet schools still receive more funding than district schools would receive for educat-

ing students with the same characteristics. This inequity is not lost on traditional district 

schools, which must compete with magnets for students.22

It is worth noting, however, that the suburban per-pupil reimbursement was set as part 

of the settlement in Sheff v. O’Neill (1996), a landmark education lawsuit that led Connecti-

cut to expand its system of state-funded interdistrict magnet schools. The reimbursement 

rates for out-of-district magnet students were set to compensate Hartford for the per-pupil 

cost of educating nonresident students.
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use of average salary affects equity

At least one factor outside the SBB formula also affects funding equity: the amount 

the district “charges” schools for each teacher. Two factors have the largest impact 

on teacher pay—years of experience and the credits a teacher earns above her 

bachelor’s degree. A teacher’s salary generally increases as her years of experi-

ence and credits earned increase. As a result, newer teachers with fewer credits 

cost less money, while veteran teachers, especially those with a master’s degree or 

other advanced degree, cost more money. 

Teachers receive their salaries from the district, rather than from their indi-

vidual schools, but the district “charges” the schools for those salaries. Rather 

than charging the actual salary that each teacher will be paid through the district 

average teacher salary for every teacher it hires. As a result, a school is effectively 

charged more for every new teacher with a bachelor’s degree than it costs the 

district to pay that teacher. Conversely, for every 20-year veteran teacher with a 

master’s degree whom a school hires, that school is effectively charged less than 

it costs the district to pay that teacher. As a result, schools overpaid more than 

$24,000 for every new teacher with a bachelor’s degree in 2010–11—more than half 

of that teacher’s actual salary. Meanwhile, schools saved almost $8,000 on every 

veteran teacher with a master’s degree (see Figure 7 and corresponding endnote).

Figure 7. Effect of using average vs. actual teacher salary23
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In 2010–11, the average elementary teacher at Breakthrough II cost the district 

less than $58,000, while the average elementary teacher at MD Fox ComPACT 

School cost the district more than $73,000.24 Each school was charged the av-

erage cost of an elementary school teacher—about $66,000. On average, Break-

through II therefore overpaid about $8,000 on each of its seven elementary teach-

ers—about $56,000 that could have been spent on students. In contrast, MD Fox 

underpaid $7,000 on each of its 35 teachers on average—$245,000 the school was 

able to spend on additional teachers, supplies, and student supports. 

When the district charges schools the same average salary for any teacher, 

schools employing more-expensive teachers actually receive funding above their 

SBB budgeted amount, while schools employing less-expensive teachers receive 

funding below their SBB budgeted amount. As one principal told us, this process 

creates a system whereby schools employing less-expensive teachers are effec-

tively subsidizing schools employing more-expensive teachers. As long as HPS 

continues to use average teacher salary, certain school budgets will always be 

under-representing their true costs, while other budgets are over-representing 

their costs. From an equity standpoint, this process is problematic because by 

definition, funding that is equitable increases or decreases with student need. 

The real cost of running a school varies by staff salary levels, just like any orga-

nization. By charging schools the average salary for every teacher, however, the 

district erases that variation, undermining the relationship between student need 

and funding levels.



 

Traditional schools in Hartford receive the vast majority of their funding from general 

funds, the bulk of which are allocated through the SBB formula. In contrast, Hartford’s 

magnet schools, which enroll students from both Hartford and the surrounding areas, 

receive approximately half of their funding from a special fund designated for magnet 

schools. As a result, magnet schools have two budgets for which they are accountable: a 

district budget for their Hartford students based on SBB, and a magnet operating budget 

for suburban students required for state reporting.

 Similar to any traditional district school, magnet schools can save money on their most 

expensive teachers because the district charges only the average district salary for them. 

However, because the state charges magnet schools the actual salary for any teacher the 

school lists as being paid using those funds, the budgeting process for magnet schools 

allows them to pay the actual salary for their least expensive teachers, providing a unique 

funding advantage. 

 Because magnet schools have flexibility regarding which costs they charge to their SBB 

budget and which costs they charge to their magnet operating budget, they have an op-

portunity to save money. The magnet school leaders we spoke to said they put their least 

expensive teachers, who cost less than the average teacher, on the state magnet operating 

budget, where the school is charged the actual salary for those teachers. Principals then 

put the more expensive teachers, for which they are charged the average teacher salary, 

on the school’s SBB budget. As a result of two different budgeting systems for accounting 

for teacher salaries, magnets can create a lower cost structure, allowing them to spend 

less than district schools would have to spend for the same teachers and freeing up funds 

with which to purchase other resources. For example:

Teacher 1: $42,000 Teacher 3: $50,000 Teacher 5: $67,000

Teacher 2: $76,000 Teacher 4: $86,000 Teacher 6: $45,000

6 teachers × 2010–11 average teacher salary ($66,000) 

 

Teacher 1: $42,000 Teacher 2: $76,000

Teacher 3: $50,000 Teacher 4: $86,000

Teacher 6: $45,000 Teacher 5: $67,000

Total Cost: $41,000 + $50,000 + $45,000 Total Cost: $66,000 × 3

As a result of this dual budgeting process, the magnet school has $61,000 that it can now 

allocate to other resources, while employing the same teachers as a traditional school.

 District leaders have acknowledged this issue and say they are actively seeking poten-

tial remedies. In the meantime, they point to the importance of SBB as a tool with which 

to bring transparency to the magnet budgeting process and to highlight this and other 

funding inequities between traditional district and magnet schools.



forces pushing toward average salary

The district charged schools the average teacher salary before SBB. According to 

the district, it decided to keep the practice in place in the first year of SBB because 

the transition would have a large, negative effect on some schools, specifically a 

funding loss for schools employing more-experienced and higher-paid staff. How-

ever, the district planned to charge schools actual salaries starting in 2009–10.25 

In 2010–11, however, the district still used average teacher salaries. According 

to the district, this apparent inequity again represents a policy decision arising 

from the tension between theory and practice. As described earlier, teachers’ cre-

dentials and experience dictate their salaries. As a result, charging schools actual 

salaries introduces new problems:

Older teachers almost always earn 

more than younger teachers under the current salary schedule. If the district 

charged schools actual teacher salaries, rather than the average, some prin-

cipals may have a financial incentive to replace their older, more-expensive 

teachers, with younger, less-expensive educators. The district does not want 

to create this incentive.

 Initially, the transition from average to actual 

salaries would create winners and losers from funding-level changes. Schools 

employing less-expensive teachers would have more funding to use as they 

see fit. But schools employing very expensive teachers would see more of their 

school’s budget taken up by staff costs. Regular reconciliation of actual salary 

costs at the school level would let the district know how many school budgets 

would be heavily affected by a transition to budgeting with actual salaries. If 

the district did want to make the transition, it could institute measures to help 

certain schools minimize large funding swings and the impact on classrooms.

Funding equity under SBB:

the same amount of funding for students with the same characteristics, and in allocating more 

funding for students with greater need.

resources. Schools enrolling the highest concentrations of ELL, SPED, and low-performing stu-

dents (“highest need” quartile) received modestly more funding under SBB than schools enroll-

ing the lowest concentrations (“lowest need” quartile) of those students, an improvement over 

the pre-SBB period. 

same amount of funding for Hartford students with the same characteristics.

makes the distribution of resources less equitable because schools with more-expensive teach-

ers are effectively charged less than those teachers cost the district, freeing up funding for other 

uses, while schools employing less-expensive teachers experience the opposite effect. District 

!
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research question 3

Has SBB increased principals’ sense of accountability  
at the school level?

Interviews with principals and discussions with the district indicate that princi-

pals feel more accountable for their funding and spending decisions under SBB 

than under the district’s old budgeting system. Most notably, many of the princi-

pals with whom we spoke said that together, SBB and budget autonomy give them 

access for the first time to the resources they need to support their students. As 

a result, principals reported that SBB has strongly affected how they use funds, 

patterns, and introduce new methods of instructional delivery. In exchange for 

more autonomy and greater access to resources, most of the principals inter-

viewed also expressed a willingness to be held accountable for student outcomes, 

even if more is now required of them. 

principals find accountability warranted under sbb

Principals have long been held accountable for student outcomes. According to 

some principals, however, it was not fair before SBB to hold them accountable 

because they had so little control over the staff and resources related to those 

outcomes. Now that they have greater autonomy over their budgets and think that 

their schools are fairly funded compared to other schools, some of the principals 

with whom we spoke believe that accountability is finally warranted. “Principals 

have always been held ultimately accountable,” one principal explained, “but now 

I can be held accountable truly for my decisions, and not someone else’s.” 

sbb and budget autonomy improve alignment between 
resources and student need

The majority of the principals with whom we spoke said that SBB has had a posi-

tive effect on their schools, and in almost every instance, principals cited an in-

crease in budget autonomy as SBB’s greatest benefit. 

Previously, principals largely received materials and staff from the district 

based on its analysis of each school’s needs. In contrast, principals now receive 

a budget based on their projected student enrollment and the projected needs 

of those students, and can spend as they wish on staff and materials within a 

set of guidelines. As a result, principals reported that SBB has strongly affected 

how they use funds, leading them to better target resources toward student need, 

Principals said this new budget autonomy allows the specific needs of their stu-

dents to drive budgeting decisions. “I’ve started making decisions that are in the 

best interest of children,” one principal told us. “Now I look at the demographics 

of my students and figure out what we need,” another principal explained.
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Some principals shared examples of eliminating support positions to increase the 

size of the teaching staff; others shared examples of using more noncertified and 

part-time staff to increase direct support to students at a lower cost, and creating 

new positions to reflect the school’s changing needs: 

-

dent achievement. This process led the principal to reduce the secretarial 

and security staff and increase the number of paraprofessionals and special 

education teachers.

-

ployed. The principal values the direct support that teacher-tutors offer stu-

dents, and because they get fewer benefits than full-time teachers, teacher-

tutors represent a cost-effective way to provide remediation for students.

principal was not able to hire the right person. Under SBB, the principal cut 

the existing position and created a new support position with a more specific 

set of secretarial roles she actually needed.

Principals have also changed the way schools deliver instruction. Schools have 

adopted new special education models, reconsidered the delivery of subject area 

instruction, and reexamined the roles teachers can play: 

-

ceptional center” to serve students with multiple disabilities. The room has 

all of the equipment needed to educate students in comfort and to provide 

physical therapy. More adults staff the room than would have been possible 

before SBB, according to the principal, providing students with more indi-

vidualized support.

-

ies position with a third English language arts (ELA) position. The new ELA 

teacher uses social studies materials to teach writing.

resource teacher for all of the first-grade classes.

sbb means greater responsibility for principals

Budget autonomy under SBB clearly has many benefits, but it also requires signifi-

cantly more time and skill from principals. Previously, the district told principals 

what resources their schools would receive. Now, principals need to make those 

decisions themselves. 

principals, as they’ve not only had more work, but also had to learn how to operate 
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under a new finance system. To be successful, principals need to employ strategic 

planning and problem-solving skills, in addition to budgeting skills.

unfamiliar in the beginning, but after training from the district and hard work 

on their part, they feel comfortable with their new role. But for a third group, SBB 

has asked too much of them. “Many of my colleagues could not grasp SBB,” one 

principal said. 

For many principals, the added work of SBB is a necessary and acceptable trade-

off because it allows them greater control over the educational outcomes for 

which they have long been responsible. Although SBB demands more of their time, 

many principals told us they believe principals absolutely need to go through the 

process of assessing their schools’ needs and matching resources to those needs. 
“SBB requires more from the principal,” one principal admitted. “But the principal 

needs to know the things that SBB requires and should be in touch with the data 

anyway.”

Many principals also believe they are in a better position than the district to 

serve the unique needs of their students, because they know their students better. 

understand what each student needs. They can’t make informed decisions for each 

individual Hartford school.” 

For a handful of principals, however, the extra work isn’t warranted. “The big-

gest difference with SBB is that we [at the school] do most of the work for the 

budgeting process now,” one principal said. 

the interaction of sbb and school choice

As mentioned in the first part of this report, HPS introduced school choice about 

the time SBB went into effect. Families now choose the school they want their child 

to attend, within certain guidelines. The combination of SBB and school choice 

should provide a mechanism through which schools are held accountable for giv-

ing students a high-quality education. In theory, “failing” schools would lose stu-

dents, preventing them from generating enough funding to operate, and eventu-

ally, those failing schools would have to close. Nearly 20 schools have been closed 

and redesigned in Hartford. However, since the district has opted to close and re-

design its lowest-performing schools before financial sustainability has become an 

issue, school choice, together with SBB, has not yet created a mechanism through 

which low-performing schools have thus far had to close. According to our inter-

views, however, the interplay between school choice and SBB has caused some 

principals to rethink their responsibility to maintain a healthy student enrollment.

marketing and accountability for enrollment

We did not focus on choice dynamics in our interviews, but a few principals noted 

that they are quite aware that they need to enroll a certain number of students 
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to stay financially sustainable, and that they are competing with other schools 

for students. “You have to create an in-house marketing structure,” one district 

school principal told us. “Marketing is important as we have an SBB structure 

combined with a choice structure.” Another principal added, “We see the need to 

differentiate ourselves and develop a strategic plan to attract the students that 

we want to enroll in our school. If we don’t stay competitive and our enrollment 

doesn’t stay high, we will have budgeting problems.” Most of the principals inter-

viewed were aware of the role of “marketing” to attract students, though not all 

schools dedicated time and resources to a marketing effort. 

!!Impact of SBB on school-level accountability:

like they have greater control over and can truly be held accountable for student outcomes. 

they deliver instruction. 

Because funding levels are largely dependent upon enrollment levels, a handful of principals see 

an opportunity and obligation to market their schools to maintain desired enrollment levels.
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Transparency under SBB:

SBB formula, makes it possible for those interested to easily see how the district allocates the 

majority of funds to each school. 

-

onciliation from budgeted funding to actual funding is not readily available to the public. 

research question 4

Has SBB brought greater transparency to the district’s  
funding process? 

Overall, we found that SBB is a more transparent funding process compared with 

the inputs-based funding model it replaced. SBB data made available via the bud-

get books published by the district each year are very transparent, which greatly 

enhances stakeholders’ ability to compare funding levels and student need and 

to hold the district accountable for funding schools fairly. Principals understand 

how the formula works and can see that they are budgeted as much funding as 

any other school for the same kinds of students. The simplicity of the SBB formula 

also allows the public, researchers, policymakers, and taxpayers to examine how 

the district allocates funds. Although it may have been possible to audit the dis-

trict funding allocation as we did for this report before SBB, it is much easier to 

do so with the new funding formula.

opportunities for improvement

Despite significant improvement, this project uncovered two areas in which Hart-

ford could increase funding transparency:

 As discussed above, actual en-

rollments are seldom the same as predicted enrollments used for budgets. Al-

though the district tries to shift funding to adjust for changes in enrollment, it 

does not provide documentation showing those changes. The district lacks an ac-

cessible year-end reconciliation showing the amounts allocated and spent next 

to the original budget assumptions for each school. Having an early report on in-

dividual school enrollment variations as well as a year-end reconciliation of the 

amounts allocated and spent, in a format similar to the original budget books, 

would further enhance budget transparency.

Though outside the scope of this report, the allocation of special 

funds—roughly 30 percent of all district funds—is not as transparent as the dis-

trict’s allocation of general funds. There are reasonable explanations for this, in-

cluding that multiple formulas distribute these funds, most of which are governed 

by strict federal and state guidelines. Although student need is often a component 

of these formulas, greater detail in the budget books explaining how special funds 

have been distributed to schools would increase overall transparency.

!!
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Summary of Findings

We started this report by posing a question: After three years, are there signs 

that SBB is meeting the goal that the Board of Education and district leadership 

intended? To answer this question, we considered four research questions. The 

table below presents our findings for each: 

research question 1
Has SBB changed the amount of funding individual schools receive?

finding
-

tem, and as a result, almost all schools received a different amount of funding 

in 2010–11 than they would have received without SBB.

based on expected student enrollment and the expected educational needs  

of those students.

start of the new school year, the enrollment size and student composition of a 

school often changed. But funding was not reallocated to match final school 

enrollments, causing some schools to receive more funding than the SBB for-

mula calculated based on final enrollment, while others received less. 

would have likely forced some teachers to change schools, so they chose not to 

reallocate funds to minimize classroom disruption. 

research question 2
Has the allocation of school funding become more equitable, both in providing 

schools with the same amount of funding for students with the same characteris-

tics, and in allocating more funding for students with greater need?

finding
-

ing schools with the same amount of funding for students with the same char-

acteristics, and in allocating more funding for students with greater need.

to provide more resources. Schools enrolling the highest concentrations of 
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ELL, SPED, and low-performing students (“highest need” quartile) received 

modestly more funding under SBB than schools enrolling the lowest concen-

trations (“lowest need” quartile) of those students, an improvement over the 

pre-SBB period. 

schools receive the same amount of funding for Hartford students with the 

same characteristics.

teacher salaries makes the distribution of resources less equitable, because 

schools with more-expensive teachers are effectively charged less than those 

teachers cost the district, freeing up funding for other uses, while schools em-

ploying less-expensive teachers experience the opposite effect. District leaders 

research question 3
Has SBB increased principals’ sense of accountability at the school level?

finding

the sense that they have greater control over and can truly be held account-

able for student outcomes. 

 

schools differently and changing the way they deliver instruction. 

and new skills.

principals see an opportunity and obligation to market their schools to main-

tain desired enrollment levels.

research question 4
Has SBB brought greater transparency to the district’s funding process?

finding

simplicity of the SBB formula, make it possible for those interested to easily 

see how the district allocates the majority of funds to each school. 

the district’s reconciliation of budgeted funding to actual funding is not read-

ily available to the public. 

as the SBB formula.
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Recommendations for improving implementation

SBB is off to a strong start in Hartford and having a real impact on the way schools 

operate, but the district acknowledges that the system is not yet where the district 

wants it to be. To maximize the benefits of SBB, the district must address imple-

mentation barriers. 

Student enrollment drives school funding under SBB. The district will 

never be able to predict student enrollment with complete accuracy. Con-

sequently, some budget adjustments will always be necessary. As the choice 

process matures and more consistent enrollment patterns emerge, HPS will 

have access to more and better information, allowing it to more accurately 

predict student enrollment. 

 At the same time, the district should make every effort to reconcile pre-

dicted versus actual enrollment figures as early and as often as possible be-

fore the start of the school year, when it is easier to reallocate funds. Hart-

ford has indicated that it plans to adjust the budget earlier in the year. The 

time between May and September gives the district a significant opportu-

nity to obtain a more accurate count on the number and types of students 

enrolling at each school, minimizing the difference between predicted and 

actual enrollments. 

 In 2010–11, the district required schools to put aside 5 percent of their bud-

gets until midyear to allow for adjustment. This set-aside seems appropriate 

and represents sound planning that can help minimize the impact of budget 

shifts based on enrollment. The district could take other steps as well, such 

as being more conservative in its enrollment estimates and putting aside 

a portion of SBB funds to distribute according to the formula once actual 

counts are available. Again, this option has its own trade-offs, mainly in de-

nying schools all available resources before the year begins, while planning 

takes place. We expect, however, that all of these measures will become less 

important over time as enrollment projections improve and reconciliations 

can occur earlier in the year. 

 Equity issues arise when schools are charged av-

erage teacher salaries instead of actual salaries. The district gave a num-

ber of compelling reasons for not charging schools actual teacher salaries, 

largely driven by the desire not to create unintended incentives to hire less-

trade-offs the district faces. Regardless of whether the district uses average 

versus actual salaries in its budgeting process, we recommend that it show 

actual teacher costs per school next to the amount schools were charged for 

those teachers. This information is crucial to understanding the true costs 

of running each school, and to understanding the impact of allowing mag-

net schools to use a different budgeting process.

 SBB has increased the re-

sponsibilities of Hartford principals, particularly surrounding budgeting. As 
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the district recruits new leaders, it should seek individuals with well-honed 

budgeting skills. In addition, the district should increase the SBB training it 

provides to principals, so that every principal in Hartford can speak to the 

impact that strategic resource allocation can have on student outcomes. 

 Although funding transparency has improved 

under SBB, the district should account for differences between actual fund-

ing and the funding schools should have received based on their student 

enrollments. Additionally, the district should provide an explanation of 

how special funds are allocated to each school, so that stakeholders can get 

a more complete picture of how funding aligns with student need at each 

school. 

Conclusion

Hartford’s implementation of student-based budgeting represents a complete 

overhaul of the district’s old system and has had a measurably positive impact 

on schools. District leaders acknowledge, however, that the SBB system is not 

yet where they want it to be. We find that Hartford can do more to minimize 

complications from enrollment uncertainties, enhance principal training and 

recruitment, and increase the level of transparency of its school-level financial 

reporting. Nonetheless, we find that SBB is off to a strong start in Hartford, with 

funding levels at schools moving in a direction that better reflects student needs, 

and principals feeling more accountable for managing their budgets in ways that 

result in the highest possible impact on student achievement. Additionally, SBB is 

a powerful partner with other key reforms, including school choice and principal 

autonomy.
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A Transition Plan for SBB in Hartford

To prevent drastic reductions in a school’s budget under SBB, HPS phased in the new for-
mula over three years by capping the amount of funding a school could gain or lose com-
pared with the 2007–08 Adopted General Budget.
 If the new formula budget was higher or lower than the district’s 2007–08 Adopted Gen-
eral Budget, and district enrollment stayed within 5 percent of 2007–08 enrollment, the 
school’s funding gain or loss was capped at one-third of the difference between the 2007–08 
Adopted Budget and the new SBB formula budget.

Calculation

SBB Uncapped Allocation $1,500,000

Adopted 2007–08 General Budget $2,000,000

Funding Gain/Loss $2,000,000–$1,500,000 ($500,000)

Enrollment Change 2%

Maximum Gain in 2008–09 33% *$500,000 $165,000

New 2008–09 SBB Budget $2,000,000–$165,000

The cap worked a bit differently for schools whose enrollment increased or decreased by 
more than 5 percent. To calculate the maximum allowable gain or loss, the district deter-
mined the percentage change in enrollment, and added 33 percent.

Calculation

SBB Uncapped Allocation $1,500,000

Adopted 07–08 General Budget $1,000,000

Funding Gain / Loss $1,500,000 - $1,000,000 $500,000

Enrollment Change 10%

Enrollment Change Plus Initial Cap 10% + 33% 43%

Maximum Gain in 2008–09 43% * $500,000 $215,000

New 2008–09 SBB Budget $1,000,000 + $215,000

Appendix A
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Appendix B outlines the methodology we used for both our budget analysis and 

interviews with Hartford principals.

Data sources

We received the following data directly from HPS:

and SPED services

school (2007–08 through 2010–11 only)

All other data come from public sources or are estimations based on the data avail-

able to us. 

Analysis 1. Calculating 2007–08 school funding levels 
using the 2010–11 SBB formula

Hartford’s SBB formula is new. Changing the funding formula, however, does not 

necessarily mean the amount of funding a school actually receives changes from 

previous years. The first analysis therefore estimates how much funding schools 

would have received in 2007–08, the year before HPS implemented SBB, had the 

2010–11 SBB formula been in place. Next, it compares predicted funding using 

the SBB formula to what schools actually received in 2007–08. We present these 

results graphically in Figure 4 in the report.

estimates

Analysis 1 relies on several estimates:

Most, although not all, education dollars are distributed through Hartford’s SBB 

formula. Our main objective in this analysis was to determine how the distribu-

tion of those funds has changed from the pre-SBB period to the 2010–11 school 

year. To do so, we needed to isolate the relevant funds, even though “SBB funds” 

did not technically exist before 2008–09. According to HPS, “SBB funds” include 

Appendix B: Methodology
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all general funds, excluding special education program funds and utilities. We 

received general funds data from the district, but had to estimate utilities and 

special funds data for 2007–08.

Utilities 

Utilities data were not available for the pre-SBB period. We therefore estimated 

the cost of utilities by finding the percentage of general funds that went towards 

utilities at each school in 2009–10 and 2010–11, and taking the average. We then 

multiplied that value by the 2007–08 general funds figure for each school. If the 

school did not exist in 2009–10 or 2010–11, we used the district average to estimate 

the school’s utilities costs. 

The 2010–11 SBB formula calculates school funding based on the needs of the stu-

dents attending each school, including low or high performers, grade level, ELL 

status, and special education status. We collected grade-level enrollment data 

from the state website, but needed to estimate all of the other categories:

State data files provide information on the number of stu-

dents scoring at each level of the state exam in reading and math, separately. 

To receive additional funding based on performance through the 2010–11 

SBB formula, a student had to receive a particular score on both exams. We 

did not have access to student-level performance data, so we calculated the 

maximum number of students who could have fallen into each performance 

category given performance on the previous year’s CMT and CAPT tests.

 State data files provide counts of the number of students 

receiving ELL and SPED services. The 2010–11 SBB formula allocates a dif-

ferent amount of funding for these students based on their level of need (e.g. 

for ELL, 0–30 months, 60+ months). We estimated 2007–08 ELL and SPED 

enrollments by using the school’s average distribution from the 2009–10 and 

2010–11 budget books. If, for example, the 2009–10 and 2010–11 budget books 

showed that on average, 75 percent of SPED students were designated as 

Level 1, we estimated that 75 percent of SPED students in the school received 

the Level 1 SPED funding supplement in 2010–11.

calculating school-level funding

To calculate how much funding each school would have received in 2007–08 using 

the 2010–11 SBB formula, we applied the formula using the student counts esti-

mated above. Schools receive funding for Hartford students only through the SBB 

formula. For suburban students residing outside the district, schools receive a 

flat per-pupil amount that falls under “special funds.” We therefore counted only 

students residing within Hartford for this analysis.

In addition, we adjusted the base funding amount for inflation using a two-step 
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process: 1) We calculated what percentage of 2010–11 SBB funds relevant student 

funds comprised in 2007–08 (89 percent), and 2) We multiplied the value found in 

step 1 (89 percent) by the base funding amount. 

precision of results

Ideally, the sum of all SBB funds estimated using the 2010–11 SBB formula would 

have matched the total of actual relevant funds in 2007–08. Using our methodol-

ogy, however, predicted SBB funds exceeded actual relevant funds by about $10 

million, or 7 percent. 

It is not clear why the predicted funding exceeded actual funding, although 

the difference likely reflects the many estimates and assumptions we had to rely 

on to reach our final answer. Despite this mismatch, we have no reason to believe 

that our methodology favors any particular school. The results therefore provide  

a useful framework for evaluating the impact SBB has had at the school level 

across HPS. 

If we adjust each school’s allocation on a pro-rata basis so that the total pre-

dicted funding using the 2010–11 SBB formula exactly equals total actual funding 

in 2007–08, we see similarly large changes by school. Per-pupil funding would 

have changed by even more than Figure 4 shows at 12 out of 39 schools, including 

Hartford Magnet Middle.

Analysis 2. Correlation between funding and weights  
for student characteristics, 2007–08 

SBB assigns a weight for different student characteristics, such as grade level, 

student performance, or eligibility for ELL or SPED services, and these weights 

generate additional funding. School funding should therefore more closely align 

with these categories of student need under SBB than under the district’s old al-

location formula. 

To test this hypothesis, we calculated an “average student weight” for each 

school based on the student counts for ELL, SPED, high performers, and low per-

formers estimated in the first analysis. Then we plotted actual per-pupil funding 

in 2007–08, using the average student weight as the X-axis.

Analysis 3. Difference between what schools should  
have received had the SBB formula been applied to  
final school enrollments and what they actually  
received from SBB funding streams in 2010–11

Each spring, Hartford creates a budget for the following school year based on 

the district’s projections for student enrollment, including both the number of 

students expected to enroll at each school and the anticipated needs of those stu-
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student enrollment numbers often change. 

In theory, SBB requires that the district adjust funding allocations to schools 

according to shifts in enrollment levels and demographics so that school funding 

can be fully responsive to the needs of the student body at each school. We wanted 

to evaluate the extent to which Hartford’s SBB system addressed these changes in 

student enrollment in 2010–11. 

To do so, we applied the 2010–11 SBB formula to the best and most recent enroll-

ment counts (“final enrollment”) available for 2010–11, repeating the same analysis 

done in Figure 4 above. This time, however, we looked only at the 2010–2011 school 

year, comparing the funding schools actually received in 2010-11 to what we would 

have expected schools to receive based on final 2010–11 enrollments. 

estimates

Analysis 3 relies on several estimates:

To identify SBB funds, we needed to subtract utilities costs and special education 

program funds from the general funds figure we received from the district. To 

estimate actual utilities costs and special education program funds, we used the 

values in the 2010–11 budget book. The analysis excludes any school in 2010–11 that 

showed $0 in utilities expenditures.

We did not have detailed final student counts for high performers, low performers, 

ELL, and SPED students by category. To estimate these student counts, we multi-

plied the proportion of students in each of these groups from the 2010–11 budget 

book by the final enrollment counts we did have—total enrollment, grade-level 

enrollment, total SPED enrollment, and total ELL enrollment. For example, if the 

2010–11 budget book showed that 75 percent of SPED students were designated as 

Level 1, we estimated that 75 percent of all SPED students in the school received 

the Level 1 SPED funding supplement in 2010–11. 

In 2010–11, the total enrollment data did not match the sum of enrollment by 

grade level for some schools. In those instances, we used the sum of enrollment 

across grade levels to be consistent with other years.

calculating school-level funding

To calculate how much funding each school should have received in 2010–11 

using the 2010–11 SBB formula, we applied the formula using the student counts 

estimated above. Again, since schools receive funding for Hartford students only 

through the SBB formula, we counted only those students in our analysis. 
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difference between predicted funding and actual funding
As with the first analysis, we would have expected the sum of all SBB funds that 

were predicted using the 2010–11 SBB formula to match the total of actual SBB 

funds in 2010–11. Using our methodology, however, actual SBB funds exceeded the 

predicted SBB funds by about $6 million, or 4 percent. The mismatch in funding 

explains why Figure 6 shows that most schools received more funding than they 

should have according to the 2010–11 SBB formula.

Unlike with the first analysis, however, the main cause for the funding mis-

match goes back to budgeting. The district budgeted for 1,300 students more than 

actually enrolled in HPS. As a result, HPS had additional resources available. Ac-

cording to district personnel, HPS tried to get back some of the overage and re-

distribute those funds, but by the time it did so, many of the overfunded schools 

the mismatch was not as large as it could have been, but many schools received 

more funding than the formula would have allocated based on final enrollment.

Analysis 4. Quartile comparisons

In addition to understanding whether school-level funding had changed as a re-

sult of SBB, we wanted to know whether it had changed to become more equitable. 

School funding is equitable when two things happen: schools enrolling students 

with greater needs receive more funding, and schools receive the same amount of 

funding for students with the same level of need. 

 The quartile analysis compared average per-pupil funding from SBB funds in 

the neediest quartile of schools to per-pupil funding from relevant funds in the 

least needy quartile of schools, to determine if needier schools received more fund-

ing relative to the least needy schools, over time. We defined need in four ways:

1. As the percentage of students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch

2. As the percentage of students eligible for ELL services

3. As the percentage of students qualifying for SPED services

4.  As the percentage of students scoring below basic on the state exam  

(calculated as the average percent for math and ELA)

Case studies

We spoke with principals across the district who led schools or served as an ad-

ministrator before and after SBB implementation. Forty-seven schools operated 

in Hartford in 2010–11. Of those schools, 17 were led by principals who were ad-

ministrators before SBB was in place, and could therefore speak to the changes 

resulting from the new budgeting system. We spoke with nine, representing about 

half of such principals, and 19 percent of schools in the district.

The principals with whom we spoke led schools representing a cross-section of 

the district. Enrollment in interview schools was typical of the district with just 
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one exception. These schools had a wide range of ELL populations, ranging from 

2 percent to 29 percent. The special education population at these schools ranged 

from 9 percent to 21 percent. One of the principals had fewer than five years of 

experience, three had 10 or more, and the other five had between five and 10 when 

we spoke to them. The sample includes magnet and non-magnet schools, schools 

that have been redesigned and schools that have not, elementary, middle, and 

high schools, and schools located in each of the four city zones.

caveats to interview findings

Although we spoke to most of the Hartford principals who led schools both before 

and after the implementation of SBB, the sample is not necessarily representa-

tive of principals district-wide. Some principals did not accept our invitation to 

talk about SBB. While their lack of participation may have been due to time con-

straints, it may also reflect discomfort with SBB.

Similarly, the majority of school leaders with whom we spoke lead schools that 

have not been redesigned, which suggests that they are some of the district’s most 

effective school leaders. Research on leadership suggests that the best leaders are 

driven to succeed, regardless of obstacles. So perhaps their positive viewpoint 

reflects their competence, rather than the effects of SBB.

Third, several principals said that they knew school leaders who were struggling 

under SBB. Although we spoke to 19 percent of all school leaders in the district, per-

haps further interviews would have highlighted more areas of concern with SBB.

Finally, although we promised anonymity, interviewees may have still self- 

censored their responses.
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