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District and Charter Revenues by Source 
Charter vs District Source District Char-

ter Percent Dollars 
Property $1,889 $0 -100.0% -$1,889 
Other local $189 $591 212.7% $402 
State $3,436 $4,267 24.2% $831 
Federal $439 $1,337 204.6% $898 
Less one-time 
federal start-
up 

   $0 $852 N/A -$858 

Total $5,953 $5,343 -10.2% -$610 
Calculations by Utah Taxpayers Association based on USOE data. Revenues exclude non 
K-12 and food service. 

Charter School Operations Expenditures, FY2004 and FY2005 
Expenditure FY2004 FY2005 % Change 
Instruction $3,117 $3,423 9.8% 
Student services $158 $148 - 6.3% 
Media $154 $109 -29.2% 
Administration $1,053 $1,035 -1.7% 
Facility operation1 $420 $297 -29.3% 
Transportation $80 $86 7.5% 
Total Operations1 $4,983 $5,097 2.3% 
Instruction as percent 
of total operations 62.6% 67.2% 7.3% 
Source: Utah Taxpayers Association based on USOE data 
1. Excludes rental/lease expenditures from fund 10 function 2600 object 400 (pur-
chased property) which are included under facility construction 

receive $610, or 10.2% less, than district schools. 
Legislative appropriations for charter schools have been uncertain and generally require mid-

year one-time appropriations. As a result, charter schools have an incentive to hold revenues in 
reserve which reduces expenditures for operations and capital. The following chart shows charter 
and district revenue by source. 

Expenditures: Comparing Apples to Apples 
Comparing charter 

school spending to district 
school spending requires 
some adjustments, just as 
comparing urban district 
spending with rural district 
spending requires 
consideration of various 
factors. 

The biggest issue, as 
mentioned previously, is 
charter schools’ use of 
WPU/enrollment-based 
state funding to cover needs 
that local school districts cover with property taxes, which allows district schools to use enroll-
ment-based state funding for operations. (Some school districts receive state funding for capital 
needs, but these funds are in addition to, not in lieu of, enrollment-driven operations funding).  

Other adjustments include non K-12 programs (recreation and adult education) and food ser-
vice, which charter schools generally do not offer.  

Charter school opponents often argue that transportation costs should be excluded from char-
ter-district comparisons since charters are not obligated to provide transportation. Charter 
schools do not receive transportation funding from the state, although some charter schools have 
transportation expenditures When transportation is excluded, charter schools spend 20.8% less 
per student than district schools.  

However, while charter school opponents may argue that “efficiency” comparisons between 
charter schools and districts school should exclude transportation (along with non K-12 and food 
service) because charters are not required to provide these services (although some do), compari-
sons from a taxpayer perspective should include these costs since parents who send their children 
to charter schools without expecting taxpayers to pick up food and transportation costs are saving 
tax dollars. 

Enrollment Distribution by Grade 
Spending differences between charters and districts cannot be attributed to differences in en-

rollment distribution by grade. Students are weighted based on grade, with students in higher 
grades receiving higher weighting and therefore more funding. Interestingly, the distribution of 
students by grade in charter schools is very similar to the distribution in district schools. Exclud-
ing self-contained (special education) students, district schools have a WPU weighting of 0.973 
while charters have a WPU weighting of 0.967, a difference of less than 1%. Special education en-
rollment is also similar, with 2.5% of district enrollment consisting of special education students 
and 2.4% of charter enrollment consisting of special education students. 

Charter School Efficiency Improves 
Charter school 

efficiency, when 
measured as instruction 
dollars as percent of total 
operations, improved 
from 62.6% in FY2004 
to 67.2% in FY2005. 
Improvements in charter 
school efficiency are 
probably attributable to 
newer schools having 
higher enrollments than 
older schools, existing 
schools increasing 
enrollments, and 
existing schools 
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becoming more efficient after going through a steep learning curve on managing budgets. The 
above chart demonstrates the improvements in charter school efficiency from FY2004 to 
FY2005.Charter school efficiency is now just slightly lower than the statewide district average of 
67.7%. 

Wrong Reaction by Legislature 
Despite the good news about charter schools – improved efficiency, high parental demand as 

evidenced by long waiting lists, etc. – the Legislature decided at the last minute during the recent 
general session to restrict the number of new charter schools for FY2008 to five schools. 

 
     

My Corner - by Howard Stephenson 
  Utah’s Ranking in Education Funding Misleading 

From recent news reports and reaction from NEA’s Utah affiliate, you’d think the 
Legislature had been stingy with education funding this year.  UEA President Pat Rusk 
called it a “status quo amount.”  She said in a Deseret Morning News report, “It’s not an 

investment that moves us forward.” The Salt Lake Tribune editorial board parroted Rusk’s com-
ments, calling this years increase an attempt “to maintain the status quo.” 

The truth is that Utah’s state appropriations for public education jumped a whopping 13% for 
the coming school year.  This includes a 6% increase in the Weighted Pupil Unit (WPU) the basic 
student funding measure, fully funding enrollment increases, and significant hikes in block grants 
and categorical funding.  When local basic, voted, board, and K-3 reading property taxes are in-
cluded in the totals, the percentage is still an amazing 11.3% increase in overall spending for edu-
cation – hardly “status quo.” 

The union leader was responding to a recent Census Bureau report which ranks Utah dead last 
(again) in education spending per student during the school year ending June 30 2004.  We’d 
have to increase spending another $497 million – the equivalent of a 30% increase in Utah indi-
vidual income taxes – in order to catch up with second-to-last Idaho which spent $6,028 per stu-
dent.  This would require another $1,020 per pupil in Utah spending to bring us up from the cur-
rent $5,008 per student.   

If our goal was to bring Utah spending per student to the national average of $8,287, it would 
take $1.598 billion in new revenues.  This could be accomplished by doubling the current total 
take in Utah property taxes. 

Not included in the comparisons is funding for debt service and capital outlay which is not an 
insignificant amount in a state which is growing like Utah and whose school boards tend to 
choose lavish building plans. 

The Rest of the Story 
One would think that Utah’s ranking in spending per student would produce a sub-standard 

education system and a poorly paid professional staff, but the evidence does not support this as-
sumption.  In fact national studies show that the amount spent per student has little relationship 
to the quality of education in a state.  For example, New York, New Jersey and Washington, D.C. 
spent just under $13,000 per student in 2004 but few Utahns would like to send their children to 
D.C. type schools. 

Other demographic and geographic factors illustrate why higher spending per student does not 
necessarily mean better education. 

The High Cost of Small Districts 
Utah school districts number only 40 with an average of 12,238 students per district compared 

to more than 1,000 districts in Texas with only 4,116 students per district and nearly 1,000 dis-
tricts in California with 6,490 students per district.  There are significant administrative costs as-
sociated with small business units in public education; costs which do nothing to enhance the 
quality of education students receive.  The other four of the five lowest states in spending per stu-
dent have significant overhead in administration due to the markedly lower numbers of students 
per district.  For example, while Utah has an average of 12,238 students per district, Idaho has 
only 2,190, Arizona has only 2,976, Oklahoma 1,137, and Mississippi 3,220.  This additional ad-
ministrative overhead in these and most other states suggests that Utah is getting more bang for 
its buck.  If overhead costs were deducted from student spending, Utah’s ranking would likely im-
prove. 

Other factors associated with small districts involve limited ability to achieve uniform class 
sizes.  Whenever small student populations exist, there are additional costs caused by sporadic 
class sizes.  The fact that Utah is the sixth most urban state in the nation provides uniformity of 
class sizes – lowering costs and improving efficiency. 
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Quote of the Month #1 
 

"The UEA is the Utah affili-
ate of the NEA. We don't 
just have a relationship 
with NEA, we are the NEA. 
Our colleagues in the Utah 
School Employees Associa-
tion are members of the 
NEA as well.” 
 
Utah Education Association Pre-
sident Pat Rusk on the UEA’s 
involvement with the NEA. 
 
Provo Daily Herald Letter to the Editor, 
December 1, 2005 

 
Utah has its own share of high overhead districts 

which should make the education lobby feel better.  Our 
tiniest district, Daggett, for example has 136 students and 
spends $17,000 per student for an education which is 
woefully lacking in breadth and depth, not for any fault of 
theirs, but simply because of geographic remoteness.  
Tintic School District has 262 students and spends 
$12,343 per student while Piute with 345 students spends 
$10,650 per student and Rich with 429 students spends 
just under $10,000 per student.  But fortunately, only a 
small percentage of Utah students are educated in small 
school districts.  Nearly 60% of Utah students are taught 
in just five of our 40 districts.  Nearly 80% are taught in 
the largest ten districts. 

Vermont, which has an average of 328 students per 
district – the smallest in the nations – ranks fourth 
highest spending per student at $11,128.  Is this money 
well spent?  Montana and Nebraska have the next 
smallest district sizes at 333 and 527 students per district respectively.  No wonder they each 
spend an average of approximately $7,750 per student.  Can anyone argue that they get greater 
educational value than Utah does at $5,008 per student?  Maine has an average district size of 
709 students and spends $9,534 per student.   

Would the education lobby feel better if Utah students were distributed evenly across the state 
and educated in small, high-overhead schools?  Unfortunately, high cost doesn’t necessarily mean 
high quality when it comes to public education. 

Declining Enrollment Generates High Spending Per Student 
The industrial eastern and mid-western states are dying. Out migration in the rust-belt is tak-

ing its toll on school efficiency. Unlike Utah and other western states, northeastern and mid-
western states have experienced declining public school enrollment in the past twenty years.  
The most difficult challenge of any school board is closing schools. Utah recently witnessed a hint 
of this in the unique portion of the state with declining enrollment – Granite School District’s east 
bench. 

Citizens showed up at public hearings with figurative hanging ropes and torches ready to take 
matters into their own hands. In the end, only token closures were made because the school board 
based its decision on non-financial concerns. 

If managed correctly, declining enrollment can increase total spending per student and in-
structional spending per student without raising taxes since existing revenues go further when 
classrooms have fewer students. Also, instead of raising local property taxes to build and operate 
new schools, states with declining enrollment can use  more of their tax base to fund instruction. 

However, if managed incorrectly, declining enrollment can cause instructional spending to de-
cline as tax dollars are inefficiently used to cover facility operation and maintenance costs in half 
empty schools with all the overhead of a school with a full student body. The cost of heating, light-
ing, cleaning, maintenance, and administration of buildings with half as many students as they 
are designed to house is a very, very expensive proposition. 

But Doesn’t More Money Produce Better Education? 
Despite the evidence cited above regarding wasted resources, some suggest that more money is 

necessary to produce better education outcomes. The American Legislative Exchange Council’s 
2005 Report Card on American Education finds no correlation between increases in education 
spending or keeping pupil-teacher ratios at a very low level—and improving student achieve-
ment—such as average scores on standardized tests.  In fact, there has been shown to be an in-
verse correlation between spending and results:  States which spend the most tend to have lower 
performance. 

This does not suggest that Utah should spend less on education.  In fact, with a large percent-
age of teachers expected to retire in the next few years and an influx of 140,000 net new students 
entering the system over the next ten years, there is a crying need to ensure that teacher compen-
sation is such that we can attract qualified teachers to our system.  To accomplish this, the legisla-
ture has already instituted signing bonuses for math, science, and special education teachers 
which are in short supply.  The legislature has also instituted a pilot program for pay for perform-
ance, rewarding teachers whose students make more than one year of academic progress.  
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Western States Top Marginal Individual Income Tax Rates 
State 1985 Rate 1985 Rank 2005 Rate 2005 Rank 
Arizona 8.00% 3rd 5.04% 6th 
California 11.00% 1st 9.30% 1st 
Colorado 8.00% 3rd 4.63% 7th 
Idaho 7.50% 7th 7.80% 3rd 
Nevada 0.00% 8th 0.00% 8th 
New Mexico1 7.80% 5th 6.00% 5th 
Oregon 10.00% 2nd 9.00% 2nd 
Utah 7.75% 6th 7.00% 4th 
Washington 0.00% 8th 0.00% 8th 
Wyoming 0.00% 8th 0.00% 8th 
10-state average 6.00% N/A 4.88% N/A 
Average exclud-
ing NV, WA, WY 8.58% N/A 6.96% N/A 
Source: Utah Taxpayers Association based on data from CCH State Tax Handbook 
1.  New Mexico’s rate decreased from 6.0% to 5.3% in 2006. 

Average Top Marginal State Individual Income Tax Rate 
 1985 2005 % Change 
50-state Average 7.12% 5.36% 24.7% 
Average excluding states with no individual income tax or 
states with taxes based on federal tax liability 7.94% 6.53% 17.8% 
Source: Utah Taxpayers Association based on data from CCH State Tax Handbook and the Federation of Tax Administrators 

State Individual Income Taxes:  
Rates Have Dropped Significantly in Twenty Years 

The 50-state average top marginal individual income tax rate has decreased 24.7% in the past 
twenty years, from 7.12% in 1985 to 5.36% in 2005, according to an analysis by your taxpayers as-
sociation based on data from CCH’s State Tax Handbook and the Federation of Tax Administra-
tors.  

The reduction in tax rates nationwide justifies support for Governor Huntsman’s flatter income 
tax proposal which would broaden the income tax base and lower the rate.  

Excluding states that do not impose individual income taxes on earned income (ten states in 
1985 and nine states in 2005) and states that base individual income taxes on federal tax liability 
(three states in 1985 and zero states in 2005), average top marginal state individual income tax 
rate decreased 17.8% from 7.94% in 1985 to 6.53% in 2005. 

 

In 1985, Utah’s top marginal rate was 7.75% which ranked 21st highest in the nation and was 
8.8% above the national average. In 2005, Utah’s top marginal rate was 7.0% which ranked 14th 
highest in the nation and 30.6% higher than the national average. 

In 2006, the 50-state average decreased even further from 5.36% to 5.32% as three states de-
creased their top marginal rates: New York from 7.70% to 6.85% (excludes city-option income 
taxes allowed in NY), Oklahoma from 6.65% to 6.25%, New Mexico from 6.00% to 5.30%. 

In western states the trend is similar as shown in the following table. 
Since 1985, western states top marginal individual income tax rates have decreased 18.7%. 

Utah’s rate has 
decreased 9.7%, 
and Utah’s rank-
ing has worsened 
from 6th highest to 
4th highest. 

Tax yields are a 
function of tax 
rates and tax 
bases, and tax 
bases must be 
considered when 
comparing tax 
systems. However, 
the evidence is 
clear that tax 
competition 
between states 
(and nations) is 
forcing tax rates downward. 

The Proper Role of Government? 
Gas Stations, Catering, and Philanthropy. 
Your Taxpayers Association has three more examples of government sticking its nose where it 

doesn’t belong.  
 Lehi City is planning to build a convenience store and lease it to a private owner, Davis County 

convention center is now competing against private businesses for outside catering, and Davis 
School District is spending tax dollars to sponsor tables at non-profit fundraisers.  

The Salt Lake Tribune recently reported that Lehi City is planning to build a convenience store 
and lease it out to someone who would keep fuel storage in reserve for the city in case of an emer-
gency. While the city’s desire to be prepared for an emergency is admirable, their willingness to 
compete with the private sector is questionable, especially since cities have other alternatives in 
preparing for emergencies.   
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The Davis County Conference Center has recently announced that they will begin to offer out-
side catering services which will compete directly with private tax-paying entities. 

The Davis County School District on the other hand paid $3,000 to sponsor a table at the Na-
tional Conference for Community and Justice’s annual fundraiser banquet. 

Your Taxpayers Association believes and has stated in the past that state and local governments 
in Utah need to get out of the business of business. In a conservative state like Utah it is surprising 
that there is so much government competition, but from these examples the problem seems to be 
getting, worse not better. This is why your Taxpayers Association supports creating a legislative 
task force that would study government competing with the private sector. 

28th Annual Taxes Now Conference 
With tax reform still on the table the coming special session of the Utah Legislature just around 

the corner, the 28th Annual Taxes Now Conference promises to be a predictor of tax changes to 
come.  The conference has been set for the morning of Friday, May 5, 2006 with an program full of 
topics and presenters to inform and entertain. 

Governor Jon M. Huntsman, Jr. is scheduled to kick of the conference by selling his agenda for 
the May 17th special session on tax reform.  The Governor will be followed by Senate President 
John Valentine and House Speaker Greg Curtis with their take on which tax reforms will be en-
acted at the special session and other tax issues which were accomplished at the general session.   

Governor’s Chief of Staff Neil Ashdown and Seantor Curt Bramble will explain the effects and 
purpose of the flatter income tax expected to be considered at the special session.   

A panel will address the issue of education reform including merit pay, differential pay, and 
vouchers.  The panel will include Rep. Steve Urquhart, Rep. Sheryl Allen, and Rep. Stuart Adams 

A group of presenters will discuss privatization of government services and ending government 
competition with the private sector. This is an issue which has raised concern by local governments 
getting into the business of business and many taxpayers who are threatened by government com-
petition with their businesses. 

Senator Sheldon Killpack will discuss options for highway funding.  He will be joined by Former 
Mayor of Layton City Jerry Stevenson and Mayor J. Lynn Crane of Herriman who will describe the 
transportation issues facing local entities.  

One of the most interesting debates of the day will be between Salt Lake County Council mem-
bers Randy Horiuchi and Mark Crockett who will argue whether $40 million of tax dollars should 
be used to assist in building a stadium for the owners of the Real Salt Lake professional soccer 
team. 
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