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In both her 2020 and 2021 state budget recommendations, Gov. Whitmer proposed a new 

weighted funding formula for the state’s public schools that would recognize the increased 

costs of educating children who face systemic barriers to learning, including the impact of 

long-term inequities based on race and ethnicity; economic inequality and insecurity; the 

lack of access to appropriate health care, nutrition and housing; exposure to environmental 

toxins like lead; and the lack of access to needed technology. A weighted school funding 

formula is also a way to ensure that school districts can provide a high-quality education to 

children with disabilities and other special needs, as well as English language learners. 

Despite the growing support for a weighted formula, and the conclusion of the bipartisan 

School Finance Research Collaborative and other experts that a weighted formula is needed 

to improve equity, the Michigan Legislature rejected the governor’s proposed weighted 

formula in the 2020 budget, but did include much more moderate increases in funding for 

special education and other programs designed to help students with higher needs.  

In the months since the governor released her 2021 budget, the worldwide 

explosion of COVID-19 has dramatically altered Michigan’s fiscal landscape, 

and forced public schools across the state to end in-person instruction. With 

the state facing unprecedented budget deficits both in the current budget year 

and in 2021, public schools have been warned to expect and plan for budget 

cuts. Because school costs are driven by personnel costs, if schools face deep 

cuts they would likely need to lay off teachers—at a time when social 

distancing may be needed to keep children and their families safe, and 

children’s education has already been disrupted.   

Michigan’s public schools are now facing rising costs as a result of COVID-19, 

along with the threat of significant cuts in state aid. While public schools are 

receiving approximately $390 million in federal assistance, those funds must 

be used for COVID-19 costs such as planning for long-term closures and the purchase of 

technology for online learning. Currently, funding from the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief 

and Economic Security (CARES) Act cannot be used to backfill losses in state revenues. 

Under state law, if School Aid Fund revenues fall short, K-12 per-pupil payments are 

automatically prorated statewide unless the Legislature takes action to make more targeted 

cuts, or allocates other funds to cover the shortfall, including state General Fund or Budget 

Stabilization Fund dollars. In 2003, state aid to schools was prorated by 3.8% to cover a 

$127 million shortfall in the School Aid Fund. During the Great Recession, legislators 

bypassed the proration of per-pupil payments, but made cuts of $154 per pupil in 2010, and 

$170 per pupil in 2011.1 While per-pupil funding has increased since that time, when 

adjusted for inflation, Michigan was one of 12 states with per-pupil spending that remained 

below pre-recession levels in 2019.2  
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A pro-rata reduction for all Michigan schools ignores the differential needs of children in 

high-poverty schools and communities, and will only worsen already unacceptable 

inequities in educational achievement. As part of its 2021 budget priorities, the League 

supported a weighted funding formula as a way to increase educational equity, and now 

urges the Legislature to manage funding deficits with a focus on improving outcomes, or 

at a minimum mitigating harm, for the children facing the greatest number of barriers to 

educational success. 

Michigan’s School Aid Fund 

 63% ($9.5 billion) of the total School Aid budget is used for the foundation allowance, 

a per-pupil payment to districts for basic operations.3 

 Other areas of spending are for special education (10%), early childhood education 

(2%) and the At-Risk School Aid Program (3%), which is currently Michigan’s primary 

vehicle for improving equity by providing additional funds to districts with high 

numbers of children who are economically disadvantaged.  
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*General or formula funding is the primary form of state K-12 funding. States also typically provide 
revenue for other, more specific purposes, such as bus transportation and contributions to school 
employee pension plans. 

Source: CBPP budget and enrollment analysis 

Despite 2018 Funding Boosts, Some States Remain Far Below Pre-
recession Funding Levels 
(Percent change in state formula funding* per student, inflation adjusted, fiscal 

years 2008-2019) 
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Many Michigan Students Face Economic Hardships 

 1 in 5 children in Michigan lives in poverty, with higher rates for African American 

(38%) and Latinx (26%) children.4 

 More than half of Michigan public school students (733,442 or 51%) qualify for free or 

reduced-priced school meals.5  



“Since 1995, total real 

(adjusted for inflation) at-risk 

funding has declined by 30%. 

Meanwhile, Section 31a fund-

ing per at-risk student has 

plunged by over 60% from its 

peak in 2001. This is not a 

record that reflects serious 

concern by state policymakers 

for the needs of Michigan’s 

most vulnerable students.”   

(Michigan School Finance at  

a Crossroads, Michigan State 

University, Jan. 2019) 

 676,483 students qualified for At-Risk School Aid Funds in Michigan in 

2017, nearly half of the student population—up from 490,000 in 1995. 

Despite the increase in eligible children, total funding for the At-Risk 

program declined by 30% between 1995 and 2017 when adjusted for 

inflation.6 Increases in At-Risk funding in recent years have been a 

move in the right direction, but the program is still not fully funded. 

Michigan Must Address Educational Disparities 

State test results show unacceptably low levels of achievement for large 

numbers of Michigan students, but more significant and deep divides based 

on race, ethnicity and ZIP code. Children who are not economically disadvan-

taged are more than twice as likely to be proficient in math by 4th grade 

compared to less economically secure students, and only 16% of African 

American 4th-graders are proficient in math, compared to nearly half of their 

White peers.7  
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Note: Does not include local portion of foundation allowances. 

Source: House Fiscal Agency 

FY 2019-20 Gross Appropriations 
About two-thirds of the $15.2 billion School Aid budget supports per pupil foundation 

allowances used for school district general operations. 

Foundation 
Allowances 

$9,499,000,000 
63% 

Special 
Education 

$1,536,403,100 
10% 

MPSERS 
$1,345,540,000 

9% 

Federal Programs 
(non-Special Ed) 
$1,318,578,500 

9% 

At-Risk Programs 

$522,000,000 

3% 

Early Childhood 

Programs 

$263,350,000 

2% Other Programs 

$692,392,000 

4% 
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Achievement Gaps Persist 
Grade 4 Math (2018-2019 M-STEP Proficiency Rates) 
Percent of Students Proficient 

Source: MI School Data, Grade 308 Assessments, Proficiency https://www.mischooldata.org/DistrictSchoolProfiles2/AssessmentResults/AssessmentGradesProficiency2.aspx 
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By English 
Language Mastery By Income By Race By Ability 
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32.5% 

70.7% 
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29.4% 
34.1% 

38.1% 

49.6% 

60.1% 

Statewide Average 41.8% 

The unique failures of Michigan’s school funding system play a significant role in these 

unacceptable disparities. After reductions in the per-pupil allotment during the Great         

Recession, total funding increased, but never kept up with rising costs. Estimated School 

Aid Fund revenues in Michigan in 2020 were 3.9% lower than they were in 1995 when            

adjusted for inflation, while ongoing state General Funds were 7% lower than they were in 

1968.8 As Michigan faces one of its greatest fiscal crises in our lifetimes, it must make the 

education of children a top priority, end its disinvestment in public education, and use its 

resources to come back better by empowering the students with the greatest barriers to 

achievement. 
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