
 
 
May 17, 2016 
 
Members of the Delaware General Assembly,  
   
The undersigned organizations are committed to excellent and equitable education opportunities 
for all Delaware students—and we believe the underpinning of an equitable education is the 
funding system.  
 
We support additional resources for students with greater needs, with a priority on those that are 
living in poverty and English language learners—and, we support a gradual transition to a 
foundation formula in which every student is guaranteed the same base amount of funding each 
year that would follow them to their public school of choice—and that would then be 
supplemented with additional resources (or “weights”) based on their needs.  
 
Delaware’s 70 year-old funding system, which is based on “units,” lacks:  

 Support for student needs. Students in need require more resources. While special education 
students today receive additional resources, Delaware is one of four states that does not provide 
additional resources for English language learners and one of 15 states that does not provide 
additional resources for low-income students as a weighted component of its funding formula. 
Several data points demonstrate that all students are not consistently receiving the services and 
resources they need to be successful.  

 Equity. In our current system, schools with higher needs often receive fewer resources than other 
schools. Often this is because staffing units follow groups of students, and years of experience and 
degrees follow these units. Students who are struggling academically often are assigned new 
teachers who generate less resources for the school. And our system to create equity among 
property-rich and -poor districts is not working.  

 Flexibility and responsiveness. Delaware’s unit system of funding limits school leaders’ ability to 
respond to a rapidly changing world because resources are allocated according to prescriptive 
categories. The system was not built to address the changing needs of students, including recent 
increases in the number of children in poverty and learning English, and the changing classroom, 
including increases in technology, personalized learning, and course options.  

 Public Transparency. Delaware spends more than a billion dollars a year on education, and it is 
nearly impossible to evaluate the impact of our investments under the current funding formula. In 
order to make the most of these investments and know whether students’ needs are adequately 
being met, we need to understand how money is being spent. But the complicated unit system 
hinders our ability to participate—as parents, as taxpayers, as advocates. We all deserve a voice, 
not just the few who know how to work the system.  
 
We do not believe simply adding funds to the current system will resolve these issues long term.  
 
To best achieve or strengthen these attributes, we recommend a foundation formula, in which:  

 Money follows the students, not staffing units. A foundation formula provides schools with 
predictability and stability by allocating a guaranteed base amount of funding for each child, which 
should reflect the cost of adequately educating a child to a high standard of achievement. 

 Money is allocated for student needs. “Weights” would be allocated on top of the base amount for 
each student according to needs, such as students in poverty and those learning English. Special 



education students would continue to receive additional supplemental funding based on their level 
of need.  

 Money can be used to meet student needs. A weighted foundation formula allocates dollars, not 
units, which would provide school leaders with more autonomy to personalize supports for student 
learning and make adjustments to best serve changing student needs.  

 Money is tied to outcomes. A foundation formula is a necessary, but not sufficient, first step to 
ensure equitable distribution of resources, including the most valuable resource—teachers. With a 
foundation formula, schools and districts will be able to better assess the impact of more flexible 
and additional dollars and make more informed course corrections about resource use.  
 
In order to gradually transition to a foundation formula, we recommend starting a phased roll out 
process that would meet the following conditions—lessons learned from other states that have 
undertaken this process:   

 Additional funds should be added in the initial years, possibly on top of the existing system, while 
the transition to the new system takes place.  

 The multi-year transition should have planned phases that will, upon completion, apply to all local 
education agencies statewide, including districts and charters. Similar to the phased 
implementation of needs-based funding for special education students, this would provide 
opportunities for early adopters to identify issues and improve implementation as others join.  

 The first phase of districts and charters to adopt the new system should be those most in need, 
demonstrated by the percentage of low-income and English language learner students. Additional 
districts and charters then should gradually join according to student need.   

 Districts and charters should be held harmless and not lose money during the transition period. 
Special education students should receive the level of funds they receive today.  

 The state salary schedule for educators, which ensures a base level of pay across districts 
statewide, should be reviewed and updated if needed, such that it would protect teacher pay and 
ensure equitable salaries. 

 Districts and charters should have time to plan for the changing funding system. Best practice 
indicates that for at least one year the state would allocate funds based on the current system, but 
provide models of both the current and the new system, for planning purposes.  

 Changes to the system should be accompanied by professional development for school and district 
leaders and school board members so that local systems and decision-making can adapt. 

 Progress should be reported annually so that the state can evaluate the approach and make 
ongoing improvements. A statewide oversight body including stakeholders should be created to 
review the reports and consider state-level adjustments, including whether to add weights such as 
gifted and talented, and potential transition costs such as new accounting or technology systems.  

 There should be a mechanism for making ongoing improvements at the local level. Schools should 
report annually on the impact of spending on student outcomes and meeting students’ needs. The 
report should indicate initiatives undertaken, students targeted, expected and actual outcomes, 
and course corrections. The oversight body should be charged with reviewing the annual reports to 
ensure funds are being used for the intended purpose. 
 
These education funding issues have been debated—with little action—for far too long. Action must 
be taken now on behalf of our students, whose needs cannot wait. Nearly three-quarters of states 
already use a foundation formula of some form. Not only are national experts categorizing 
Delaware’s system as one of the most confusing, outdated, and inequitable, but the state does not 
qualify for federal initiatives because of our system. We urge you to act this year and to put in place 
a completion date of 2021. 
 
We believe a foundation formula that addresses students’ needs is a necessary step for achieving 
an equitable and excellent education for all Delaware students, and we are prepared to work with 




