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How to follow the money at your school.
Lots of decisions about schools are made in the budget. A schoolôs yearly budget sets the level of 
spending on different programs, how many teachers there will be, and what repairs will be made to 
the building. Money is used to teach students, bus them, feed them, and maintain school buildings. 
Money is needed for special programs like magnet schools, summer school and bilingual education. It 
takes money to train teachers and staff, and pay for health insurance. And money pays for building new 
schools, renovating and updating current buildings, and upgrading school technology. 

Operating funds pay for the day-to-day expenses of running the school system, like salaries, supplies, 
transportation, and utilities. Operating expenses are paid out of the annual budget, which is funded 
through a mix of local, state and federal tax dollars. 

Capital funds pay for design and construction of new schools, expansion of existing schools, and 
major renovation and replacement of older buildings. Capital expenses are paid using bonds, where 
voters authorize the state or community to borrow money. Bonds are then paid for over a number of 
years through taxes. Bonds allow schools to complete a project now while gradually paying back its 
costs. Issuing bonds for schools is a lot like the way most families buy their homes ï taking out a loan 
today, and repaying it over time. 

Each year, the school system must decide on its annual budget. The budget is affected by the economy, 
growth in the district, public input, and new initiatives. The local school district gets about 44% of its 
money from the state, and 6% from the federal government (on average). There are guidelines and 
rules on how to spend some of the money, depending on the source of the funds. Federal money pays 
for targeted programs like head start, reduced price lunches and special education.

In theory, Ohio pays for the basic operations of public schools in the state. In reality, the state share 
doesnôt cover all these costs, and local districts make up the difference. Local money comes from property 
tax on homes and businesses, county sales tax, and school district income tax and fundraising. 

Where does the money go? About 84% of it goes to staff salaries and beneýts. A teacherôs pay is based 
on many factors. Most of a teacherôs pay is determined by the stateôs salary schedule. School districts 
might add to this base salary. Teachers earn more by gaining experience and earning higher degrees.

School funding in Ohio comes from a combination of three sources ï the local, state, and federal 
governments. The federal government provides the least of the three; in 2000 the federal share of 
funding was 6.62% of the total amount spent on K-12 education in Ohio. Funding for public K-12 
education from State sources in 2004 was $7.15 billion, out of a total state budget of $24 billion.

The local school board makes most budget decisions. They start with some idea of how much money 
theyôll have based on local tax collections and what the current State law will provide. They make a plan 
about school stafýng and programs to create the overall budget. The State budget and funding laws 



have the biggest effect on local budgets, and create the system that local boards have to work with.

The State budget is determined on a biennial cycle. That means that lawmakers pass the budget for two 
years at a time. The Stateôs ýscal year (the start and end of their budget) starts on July 1 of each year, 
and ends on June 30 of the next year. Fiscal year 2005 (ñýscal 05ò people might say) ends on June 30, 
2005. The Federal government can deýcit spendðthey can spend more money than they have, and 
create a Federal debt. State governments canôt. The budget they pass has to balanceðwe can only 
spend the money we have, and expect to come in through taxes and fees during that budget year.

Steps in Budgeting for schools:
1. To get ready for the next budget, State agencies and departments are already working on their 

budget requests. They ýgure out what they think they need, and give that to the Governor, 
usually by late fall the year before the budget ends. 

2. The Governor looks at that, and writes up an overall budget request for lawmakers to consider. 
He gives that to the Ohio House in January. 

3. The House works on the budget, and people lobby for more or less funding for different programs 
for a couple months.

4. When the House ýnally approves their version of the budget, they send it to the Ohio Senate. 
The Senate works on the budget, and people lobby them for a couple months. 

5. When the Senate ýnally approves their version of the budget, itôs probably different from the one 
the House passed. They create a conference committee, which has people from the House and 
the Senate to work out the differences and come up with something they can both vote on. 

6. This has to happen by June 30 of the odd-numbered years in order for government ofýces to 
keep working. If they donôt get done in time, they have to pass an emergency budget to be able 
to keep working until they get the regular budget done. 

The public has an important job in all of this. The kind of education your children get depends on a lot of 
things. One big thing that sets the stage is how much money is available and how it gets spent. If you 
want to work on how much money is available, work on the State budget. If you want to work on how 
the money gets spent, work on your local budget. Both are important! 

To ýnd out how your LOCAL budget gets set, and what it isðcall the District ofýce. Ask to see the 
budget. Itôs huge, so ask if thereôs a summary, or if you can stop in to look at the whole thing. If you 
have any trouble getting information, remind them that it’s public information. We have a letter 
that you can use to get information if youôre having troubleðcall us!

You have a right to go to meetings where the budget is being worked on. You have a right to know how 
much they spend in your school compared to the others in the district. You have a right to know how 
much they spend on books, and if you think theyôre making a bad decision, you have a right to tell them 
to change it. Itôs your school. Youôre the public, and youôre paying for it, so donôt be shy.
 

To get involved in the STATE budget, decide what your goals are, then see where things stand. 
Each step of the process above gets posted on the Stateôs website. Go to http://www.lsc.state.oh.us/
budgetdocuments.html for the latest update on the budget. If you want to testify, you just have to sign 
up. They like it if you bring some written copies of what you want to say. We can help track whatôs going 
on and help coordinate rides to Columbus. 

Talking with lawmakers about the State budget may seem far away from helping your child with 
schoolðbut when we win, we win big. Our children deserve small classes, safe buildings, up-to-date 
books and lots of classes to choose from. We know itôs true, and weôre willing to work for whatôs right 
for our kids. 

Itôs about fairness and itôs about a chance for our kids! Who knew budgets could be so exciting?


