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Abstract
The complex school funding formula system in
Oklahoma has its greatest complexity in determining
Weighted Average Daily Membership, a method of
counting students that is key in determining the
amount of funding each school district receives. Very
few individual students count only as one student.
There are incremental additions in how much a student
counts depending on what grade a student attends,
whether the student is learning English, whether
a student is disabled in some way, and whether a
student lives in a small school district, among many
other considerations.
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This paper argues for the elimination of several
student weighting categories, the study and revision of
others, and a fairly specific revision of weights based
on grade level. It then recalculates statewide funding
parameters and, for some sample school districts, total
formula funding and state aid for the 2016-17 school
year, comparing these revised calculations to actual
funding for each district. Total funding for that year
is taken as a given and no change in total funding is
contemplated.

Introduction
School funding in Oklahoma is complicated, not
because the math is difficult, but because there are so
many pieces involved. Even the 1889 Institute’s 30page education funding primer, which delves deeply
into the school finance formulas while attempting to
make the system more understandable, leaves out
some details.1 The system is in need of simplification, if
for no other reason than to make it more accessible to
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This paper, in its entirety, can be found at
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interested citizens.
The system also needs simplification because
complexity opens a system to abuse. As argued below,
too many Oklahoma students are classified as gifted,
bilingual, and economically disadvantaged. There are
a lot of student categories that result in additional
funding for a district. Some carry more funding weight
than others and not all are equally worth policing.
Student counts have an impact on which districts get
resources, thus the incentive to inflate counts that can
be easily manipulated.
The first step in simplifying Oklahoma’s school
finance system is to review and reform its weighted
student count system. This is not with the intent to
change the amount of funding the state feeds into the
education system. Such reform would redistribute
existing funding to some extent, although the intent is
simplification. However, redistribution of funding may
be justified given how the current system presents
distorting incentives in reporting student counts for
funding purposes.
For funding purposes, students are counted not
just on the basis of their presence or registration, but
also for their characteristics, such as whether they are
considered gifted, are non-English speakers, or have
some type of special education need. Student counts
are the basis for funding but each child potentially
counts as more than one child. For example, if a
student is in first grade, she counts as more than
one student (1.351 students, to be exact) for funding
purposes, while a sixth grader counts as exactly one
student. A senior counts as 1.2 students. Autism
adds to a single child’s weight, or count, by 2.4 on top
of whatever grade count the child would otherwise
represent. This is a special education weight, of which
there are eleven, ranging from 0.05 for the speech
impaired to 3.8 for the deaf and blind.
There are other student weights. Students
classified as gifted are counted another third while
students who are bilingual or who are eligible for free/
reduced-price lunches are counted as another fourth.
All these weights add up. A first-grader (1.351) who is a
non-English speaker, (0.25), poor (0.25), vision impaired
(3.8), and autistic (2.4) would be counted as 8.051
(1.351 + 0.25 + 0.25 + 3.8 + 2.4) students for funding
purposes. Such an extreme case is rare, but the central
point is that the weighted student counting system is

the first step toward complexity in the system and is
therefore where the first step toward simplicity should
occur.

Simplified Description of School
Formula Funding
No discussion of how Oklahoma’s school funding
formula system might be reformed can proceed
without some explanation of how the system works.
The description below is simplified somewhat, but
is accurate and allows some focus on reforming the
student-count system.
School districts in Oklahoma are mostly funded
through a state formula system. The formula first
determines the amount of funding to which a school
district is entitled; then it determines how much of that
funding must be provided by the state. The formula
system determines how much funding will be provided
from legislative appropriation in five basic steps.
First, students are counted on a weighted basis in
every district and summed to determine a statewide
weighted student count. Second, this count, all the
dedicated state and local funds that accrue to the
formula system, and state appropriations for that
purpose are used to calculate so-called “funding
factors” (“foundation” and “teacher incentive aid”
factors – the names are anachronistic). Third, each
district’s weighted student count and a count of how
many students use transportation are calculated.
Fourth, the weighted student count and funding
factors are multiplied together to calculate the
amount of formula funding to which each district is
entitled. Fifth, local property tax revenues and various
dedicated state revenues that are regionally based (the
same that are used as statewide totals to determine
funding factors) are subtracted. Any remainder must
be made up by the state’s appropriation (which was
used to calculate funding factors) and is called state
aid.
The student count on which funding for a school
district is based, because of the weights applied,
is called Weighted Average Daily Membership, or
WADM, and this is where most of the funding system’s
complexity lies. Average Daily Membership (not
weighted) is an actual count of students enrolled in a
district on an average daily basis over a specific period
of time. In addition to the weighted student counts
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TABLE 1

Statewide WADM Breakdown (2016-17)

Student Count Categories

Student Counts

Percent of Total

Dollar Value

701,299.28

61.6%

$2,107,825,115.97

Grade

135,473.19

11.9%

$407,178,219.86

Special Education

111,808.20

9.8%

$336,050,725.92

Gifted

29,101.96

2.6%

$87,468,850.98

Bilingual

20,362.75

1.8%

$61,202,281.40

496.80

0.0%

$1,493,182.08

112,277.25

9.9%

$337,460,502.60

4,013.53

0.4%

$12,063,065.77

Isolation

12,938.28

1.1%

$38,887,294.37

Teacher

10,526.03

0.9%

$31,637,035.77

1,138,297.27

100.0%

$3,421,266,274.71

Average Daily Membership
Weights:

Summer Program
Economically Disadvantaged
Small School

Total WADM

Source: Oklahoma Department of Education, author calculations

mentioned above, WADM inflates student counts for
small or relatively isolated districts and for districts
with a large number of highly experienced teachers.
Table 1 shows the final statewide weight counts for the
2016-17 school year.
Note that the Summer Program weight, which few
school districts claim, is very small, not even a rounding
error. Also note that despite special education weights
ranging up to 3.8, special education drives less than
10 percent of formula funding. Grade weights and the
economically disadvantaged weight drive more funding
than special education. Another small piece of formula
funding, a transportation allotment, is not dependent
on WADM. Nevertheless, WADM is the main driver of
formula funding for school districts.
ADM and weight counts in Table 1 are overstated
due to a 2-year hold harmless for districts that suffer
a decline in WADM. Each year, WADM counts for the
current and previous two years are compared and the
highest WADM value is used to calculate funding for a
school district. This is meant to protect school districts
from the financial consequences of losing students for
a time, allowing time to adjust.

Changing the WADM Calculation
With WADM the primary driver of formula funding
for school districts, it makes sense that it should be
the first place to look for reform and simplification
opportunities. Three scenarios will be offered here,
with funding implications illustrated using a handful of
school districts as examples. But first, the individual
weights need to be better explained in order to
understand why each might be eliminated or changed.

Grade Weights
Depending on the grade a child attends, a child is
counted differently and different funding levels accrue
since the student count is multiplied by the funding
factors to determine total formula funding. The second
column of Table 2 shows current grade weights set
in law. Although Table 1 presents grade weights as
additive (counting a child and then adding a weight on
top) like the other weights, in law they are not. One
child in full-time kindergarten is counted 1.5, first and
second graders are counted 1.351, and so on. Other
weights are added on top of these values.
Grade weights range from 3-year-old
prekindergarten to 12th grade, with half-day weights for
Making Oklahoma’s School Funding More Rational
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TABLE 2

Current and Suggested
Grade Weights

prekindergarten commanding only slightly higher
tuitions than early elementary. Early elementary
commands the lowest tuitions and tuition rises to its
highest levels at the high school grades. Private school
tuitions provide the best model for what relative tuition
(spending) ought to be across school grade levels
since private schools price without the intervention of
politics and skillful advocacy.
The last column in Table 2 is a set of proposed
grade weights based on private school practices and
is arguably far more rational than the state’s current
set of weights. First, the slightly higher weights in
prekindergarten and kindergarten reflect the fact that
many parents do not avail their children of this service,
so economies of scale prevalent in other grades are not
as likely. In addition, especially at age 3, assistants are
often needed to help children with bathroom issues,
although this is not the sort of work that requires a
college degree. The proposed weights do not overfund
half-day kindergarten. The earliest elementary
grades, where only one teacher is required for around
20 children, have the lowest weights due to low
equipment needs and since little specific subject-area
knowledge is necessary from teachers. Higher weights
in middle school and high school reflect fragmentation
of the curriculum, resulting in smaller class sizes and
the cost of providing a wide range activities, including
sports, arts, music and other alternatives.

Current Grade
Weights

Suggested Grade
Weights

PK3

1.200

1.05

PK4H

0.700

0.54

PK4F

1.300

1.05

KH

1.300

0.52

KF

1.500

1.02

1st

1.351

1.00

2nd

1.351

1.00

3rd

1.050

1.00

4th

1.000

1.00

5th

1.000

1.15

6th

1.000

1.15

7th

1.200

1.15

8th

1.200

1.20

9th

1.200

1.20

10th

1.200

1.20

11th

1.200

1.20

12th

1.200

1.20

OHP1

1.500

1.50

OHP2

1.800

1.80

OHP3

2.300

2.30

Special Education

OHP4

3.000

3.00

No specific recommendations will be made here
for changing special education weights. However,
they should be reviewed, studied, and changes made
accordingly. There might be a need for fewer or
more than the current 11 categories. Some weights
might need to increase while others, perhaps, could
decrease. The development of various assistive
technologies are likely to have made it easier and
cheaper to work with certain disabilities, so a review of
these weights is in order.
States that fund public education through
student weights diverge a great deal in how much
they weight and in the categories they weight when it
comes to special education (and other areas, for that
matter). Texas’ special education weight categories,
for example, bear no real resemblance to those of
Oklahoma while those of South Carolina and South

Grade

4-year-old prekindergarten and kindergarten. Halftime kindergarten carries a weight almost as high as
full-time. Full-time kindergarten carries the highest
grade weight of all while later elementary grades
carry the lowest. Oklahoma is one of only nine states
with compulsory attendance beginning at the age of
5. The rest start compulsory attendance at 6 and 7.2
Oklahoma is one of only six states where 60 to 80
percent of 4-year-olds are served by state-funded prekindergarten. 3
Regardless of one’s views regarding
prekindergarten programs,4 there is little doubt that
Oklahoma over-weights the early grades. A perusal of
tuitions charged by private schools that provide pre-K
through high school programs universally shows early
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TABLE 3

Oklahoma’s Special Education
Categories and Weights

Special Education Category

Weight

Learning Disabilities

0.40

Hearing Impaired

2.90

Vision Impaired

3.80

Multiple Handicapped

2.40

Speech Impaired

0.05

Mentally Retarded

1.30

Emotionally Disturbed

2.50

Physically Handicapped

1.20

Autism

2.40

Traumatic Brain injury

2.40

Deaf-Blind

3.80

Dakota do.5 Table 3 shows Oklahoma’s special
education categories and weights.
The “Learning Disabilities” weight is especially
susceptible to abuse. While the weight is not huge, it is
a sufficiently vague category that almost any student
could qualify. Some might object that students and
their parents are unlikely to want the stigmatization of
being categorized as “special education.” However, any
child so categorized has the right to an Individualized
Education Plan, which involves meetings with parents,
and accommodations such as extra time on tests and
the right to turn work in late. These are privileges, not
stigma.

Gifted
Eighteen states provide no specific funding for
gifted education programs, including Massachusetts,
New York, Connecticut, Vermont, New Jersey, Oregon,
Arizona, and Montana.6 Some of these states are
viewed as having public education systems among the
best in the country. Only four states of the fifty are
considered to have “fully funded” gifted programs.7
Two of these, Oklahoma and Georgia, fund gifted
programming through formula funding.8 In other
words, Oklahoma is among a very small minority
of states that explicitly and systematically funds
education for students who are considered gifted. Each

gifted student in Oklahoma receives a weight of 0.34.
A problem with providing explicit funding for
gifted students is in identifying those who are truly
gifted. The gifted funding weight, in itself, provides
an incentive for school officials to identify students as
gifted or to at least go along with parental pressure to
do so. Statute provides for little discipline in identifying
gifted students. While on the one hand it defines
the gifted as any student scoring in the top three
percent of a national standardized test, a high bar, it
also includes students who excel in “creative thinking
ability,” “leadership ability,” “visual and performing
arts ability,” and “specific academic ability.” Combine
this broad brush with additional vague criteria for
identifying such students and the meaning of gifted
becomes largely meaningless.9
Experts are not in agreement on what constitutes
a gifted student. Depending on who is consulted,
the percentage of students experts think might
be gifted lies between 3 and 10 percent of the
student population.10 Over 12 percent of Oklahoma’s
student count is classified as gifted. What’s more,
since Oklahoma law explicitly requires that gifted
funding only be spent on gifted programs,11 the overidentification of students as gifted denies resources
to general educational programming. If 10 percent of
Oklahoma’s school children were identified as gifted,
$15 million could be diverted to general programming.
If 6.5 percent were identified as gifted, $40 million
could be diverted. At 3 percent gifted, $65 million could
be diverted.12
It is understandable that parents whose children
show intellectual promise want them challenged.
Truly gifted students may get bored, stories of them
being bullied are common, and some do poorly in
school for lack of peers. However, the numbers clearly
indicate that most of those being identified as gifted
are merely a bit smarter than average or are talented
in a particular way. Minimally, the legislature should
impose greater structure on the identification of
gifted students. It could put a cap on the percentage
of students so identified. The best policy, however,
is stated in a Time article on the subject; parents and
their students should be provided with more options.13
That is, provide for more school choice and for greater
flexibility within the school system, not just to those
with special needs on the challenged end of the
Making Oklahoma’s School Funding More Rational
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spectrum, but also for those with special needs on the
high end of the spectrum.
The reality is that truly smart and gifted children
are largely self-educating, not requiring more
resources but fewer. The internet provides a direct
pipeline to knowledge and these children need very
little guidance in finding it beyond some direction
to obtain a broad education. Given reality, a special
weight for gifted children is nonsense as a policy
response to their needs. The correct policy response is
to allow parents to find the best educational situation
for their children outside of traditional attendance
boundaries while retaining the public funding to which
they are entitled. Therefore, the alternative weighted
funding scenarios considered below do not include a
gifted student weight.

explored in this paper, the bilingual counts for the
state and specific districts used as examples will not
be adjusted. However, in a third scenario the bilingual
count is reduced to half of its former value in each
of the sample districts. It is a matter of conjecture,
however, where the over-counting actually occurs.
Were stricter criteria imposed by the state, no doubt
some districts would be more heavily impacted than
others.

Summer Program
The summer program weight funds summer
programs for special education students. It is an
extremely small funding category and is highly limited
in scope, affecting only a few hundred students. It is
ignored for purposes of this exercise. Given its limited
scope, it should be considered for termination.

Bilingual
The bilingual weight (value of 0.25) is actually a
weight for English Language Learner (ELL) students,
children whose first language is not English. No
doubt, it takes extra resources, for a time, to bring
ELL students into English proficiency. There have to
be personnel available who can translate and they
might command a justified salary premium. It might
be necessary for such students to receive some special
tutoring in order to keep them from getting behind
while they learn English. However, children should
be expected to learn English well enough within a
year that they are no longer counted for the bilingual
weight. At present, there does not appear to be a time
limit for how long a child can be classified as having
limited English proficiency.
Currently, almost 12 percent of Oklahoma’s
students are counted toward the bilingual weight. As
of 2014, less than 4 percent of Oklahoma’s population
was Hispanic and born outside the United States.
This is the most prevalent population with English
as a second language.14 With under 17 percent of the
student population being Hispanic, it is not reasonable
to believe that two-thirds of them are English language
learners. The facts plainly indicate that the bilingual
weight is significantly oversubscribed.
The actual percentage of students who should
legitimately be counted as English learners is probably
somewhere between 4 and 12 percent. Nevertheless,
for the purposes of the first and second scenarios

Economically Disadvantaged
Sixty-four (64) percent of students are counted as
economically disadvantaged under Oklahoma’s weight
system. These are students who qualify for the free
or reduced-price lunch program, which is any student
from a household with income at 185 percent of the
poverty level or lower. For a family of four, 185 percent
of the federal poverty level is $45,510. Some might
find this level of income to be generously high and not
question that such a high proportion of Oklahoma’s
school children are classified as economically
disadvantaged. However, other statistics strongly
suggest that the economically disadvantaged weight is
heavily over counted.
Only 49 percent of Oklahoma’s children are in
households whose income falls below 200 percent
of the poverty level.15 It is simply mathematically
impossible for the income threshold to drop to 185
percent (which would include fewer households) and
have the percentage of the state’s children in that
lower income range increase compared to a higher
income threshold. Something less than 49 percent of
Oklahoma’s school children are legitimately eligible for
the free and reduced-price lunch program.
Questions about the economically disadvantaged
statistic should have been asked long ago just based
on well-known circumstantial evidence. Consider the
fact that Oklahoma’s poverty rate is 17.3 percent.16
The percentage of the population at or below 185
Making Oklahoma’s School Funding More Rational
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percent of the poverty level is, of course, higher than
17 percent. However, for 64 percent of the state’s
children to qualify as economically disadvantaged we
have to believe that the population with incomes under
185 percent of poverty is better than 50 percent. Yet,
the median household income in Oklahoma (half of
households are above and half below) is $48,568, far
above 200 percent of the poverty level.17 An average
household in Oklahoma is 2.57 persons. This suggests
that the proportion of children living at or below 185
percent of the poverty level in Oklahoma is actually
well below 50 percent, even without knowing the
statistic in the immediately preceding paragraph.
It should be no surprise that children are over
counted as economically disadvantaged. Parents
merely have to fill out a form declaring their income
without any instruction to refer to pay stubs or tax
returns. Administrators check it to see if the number
falls below the qualifying income threshold. If so, the
child qualifies for free food. That is, the parents do not
have to spend their own money to provide meals for
the child during school hours. There is no verification
of declared income levels.18 The incentives in this
system, where there is no verification, are obvious.
It is not at all clear why economically disadvantaged
children should receive any additional weight in the
school funding formula. There is no academic reason
to do so other than to provide access to technology,
which is now quite inexpensive and is increasingly
provided to all students regardless of income level
in most schools, regardless of demographics. The
free and reduced-price lunch program is federally
funded (another incentive to be lax in counting who
qualifies). Separate state funding for this population is
not necessary for federal food-purchasing purposes.
In fact, by not including this weight in the funding
formula, the incentive to over count participants is
countered, to some extent. School officials would
more likely check declared incomes for accuracy. And
if the federal government does under-fund the food
program, it is all the more important that it be limited
only to those who truly qualify.
For all the reasons just given, it is recommended
that the economically disadvantaged funding weight
be eliminated altogether. Nonetheless, the second
funding scenario discussed below reduces the total
economically disadvantaged weights only to half of

the actual level. The other scenarios contemplate the
weight’s elimination. This allows for more comparison
and contrast in addition to illustrating what a transition
period might look like. Keep in mind that the total
amount of money in the system will not change due to
the change in the funding weight. What changes is how
the money is distributed.

Small School
Another funding weight that should be eliminated
is the small school weight. It gives a boost in WADM
to districts with fewer than 529 students, regardless
of why the districts are small. This weight is explained
in some detail in the 1889 Institute’s publication, A
Primer for Understanding Oklahoma’s School Funding
System.19 Between the fact that the small school weight
drives less than one-half of one percent of Oklahoma’s
formula funding and the fact that it rewards small
school districts for being small even when they are
small by choice, it is recommended that the weight be
eliminated altogether.

Isolation
In law, this is called the “sparsity-isolation” weight.
It is calculated through a complex formula that adjusts
student counts for different grade ranges and then
makes a further adjustment based on the total area
of a district. It applies only to districts more than 134
square miles in area and with fewer than 2.4 students
per square mile. Many, but not all, small school districts
qualify for this weight, and it is recommended that it
be retained since it is clearly intended to help offset
costs that accrue from being relatively small, not by
choice, but by geography. Small school districts do,
after all, suffer simply from being small. They are not
able to take advantage of economies from being large.
Class sizes are often small by necessity rather than due
to intentional policy. Administration can also weigh
heavier on a per-student basis due to the small size.
The isolation weight’s formula is worth reviewing for
possible reformulation, but the basic idea of the weight
is sound.

Teacher
Named in full, this is the Teacher Experience and
Degree Index Weight. Teachers are assigned index
values that increase with years of experience and
Making Oklahoma’s School Funding More Rational
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degree levels according to a table established in law.
A total is computed for each district and compared
to the state average, and along with an adjustment
for the number of students counted as economically
disadvantaged, this weight is computed.
As can be seen in Table 1, the teacher index weight
drives less than 1 percent of WADM and formula
funding. This is hardly adequate to incentivize districts
to retain teachers or, for that matter, to reimburse
them for the higher salaries long-serving, highlydegreed teachers receive. The teacher index weight
is more an additional complication and calculation in
the funding system than anything else. Therefore, it is
recommended that it be eliminated.

Weight Recommendation Summary
To summarize the above discussion, it is
recommended that the state’s grade weights be
reformed to something more like those in Table 2;
the special education, bilingual, and isolation weights
should be retained, perhaps with some changes
in parameter values and greater scrutiny over
eligibility; the gifted, summer program, economically
disadvantaged, small school, and teacher index weights

TABLE 4

Summary of School Formula
Funding Recommendations

Weights

Recommendations

Grade

Modify

Special Education

Review/Revise

Gifted

Eliminate

Bilingual

Better Enforce

Summer Program

Eliminate

Economically Disadvantaged

Eliminate or Review/Enforce

Small School

Eliminate

Isolation

Review/Revise

Teacher

Eliminate

Other Recommendations:
Transportaton Allocation

Eliminate

2-Year Hold Harmless

Eliminate

should be eliminated altogether.
Two other reforms are recommended. First, as
noted above, school districts experiencing declining
WADM are held harmless for two years. Every school
district’s current WADM is compared to its WADM
from the two previous years and the district funded
on the basis of the highest of the three years. This
hold-harmless should be eliminated since there is little
justification for it. Enterprises have to adjust to the
loss of customers all the time. In some cases, school
districts lose students because they are not very good.
There is no sound policy reason to prop such districts
up financially. The data to simulate the hold-harmless’
elimination are not readily available. However, to
some extent the hold-harmless is eliminated in the
simulations below because the grade ADM data are
actual data for 2017. The rest of the weights, however,
reflect hold-harmless values.
A second additional recommended reform is
to eliminate the transportation portion of formula
funding. In total, it amounts to $26.4 million, just
0.75 percent of total state and local formula funding.
This is not enough to do more than provide a small
subsidy to districts’ transportation systems. Besides,
it is debatable whether schools should be in the
transportation business, and if they must be, parents
should arguably pay a transportation fee for the
convenience. It is, after all, parents’ choice as to
whether they avail themselves of the convenience of
provided transportation, and parents make the choice
of where to live. Besides, eliminating transportation
formula funding is not the same as eliminating the
funding altogether. Instead, it is recommended that
the funds that would otherwise be allocated through
the transportation formula be provided through
the foundation and incentive aid formulas since the
transportation allotment is so small.

Funding Scenarios
In order to get an idea of how funding allocations
might change with the recommended changes in
WADM, ten school districts were selected to see
how their state funding might change. They include
Oklahoma City, Tulsa, Muskogee, Piedmont, Anadarko,
Okmulgee, Prague, Cordell, Gore, and Red Oak. It
should be noted that the differences shown here
will not precisely be the differences that would occur
Making Oklahoma’s School Funding More Rational
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were the suggested reforms actually adopted. As
noted above, changes in WADM here cannot fully take
into account elimination of the two-year declining
enrollment hold-harmless. Some of the more esoteric
funding adjustments (which are ripe for elimination
anyway) are not modeled, either. Regardless, the
calculations below represent an honest and reasonably
close effort to gauge what kinds of changes might
occur with adjustments in the funding formula’s WADM
calculations and they allow us to get a firmer idea
of how the funding formula currently favors some
districts over others.
Three alternative weight count scenarios are
illustrated and compared to actual formula funding
for the 2016-17 school year below. As shown in
Table 5, every scenario contemplates eliminating the
gifted, summer program, small school, and teacher
weights. The bilingual weight is left as-is in the first
two scenarios and halved in the third one. The
economically disadvantaged weight is eliminated in the
first and third scenarios but only halved in the second.

Calculating the Scenarios
In calculating the three funding scenarios
illustrated in Table 5, no change in total public
education formula funding is contemplated. Instead,
the changes in weights merely cause a redistribution of
total funding among school districts. Some gain. Some
lose. The only way to prevent a loss in funding for some

TABLE 5

school districts with a change in the funding weights is
to add to total funding at the same time.
Recall that there are several steps involved
in determining total formula funding for a school
district and then the amount of that funding that is
to be provided by the state (state aid). Oklahoma’s
system works in a sort of feedback loop, which was
described earlier. As a reminder, school districts submit
their weighted student counts. These are totaled to
obtain a weighted student count for the state as a
whole. Separately, the legislature’s formula funding
appropriation is combined with local and dedicated
funds to determine a total, statewide amount of school
formula funding. This dollar amount and the weighted
student count are used to calculate two different
“funding factors.” These factors and a district’s
weighted student count are then used to determine
the amount of total formula funding for a district.
The amounts of local and dedicated funds the district
receives are netted out to determine that district’s
state aid.
To simplify, appropriations are combined with local
and dedicated revenues to determine a total amount
of school formula funding for the state. Combined with
total student counts, formula parameters are derived.
Then, formulas are used to determine how much of the
state’s total formula funding and state aid each district
receives. This contrasts to other states which first
determine the formulas and then guess at the total

Three Alternative Funding Weight Scenarios

Weights

Scenario 1

Scenario 2

Scenario 3

Grade

Modified

Modified

Modified

Special Education

Actual

Actual

Actual

Gifted

Eliminated

Eliminated

Eliminated

Bilingual

Actual

Actual

1/2 Actual

Summer Program

Eliminated

Eliminated

Eliminated

Economically Disadvantaged

Eliminated

1/2 Actual

Eliminated

Small School

Eliminated

Eliminated

Eliminated

Isolation

Actual

Actual

Actual

Teacher

Eliminated

Eliminated

Eliminated
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appropriations required to honor them.
To calculate the scenarios contemplated here, total
formula funding for the 2016-17 school year is taken
as a given. Therefore, the first step is to determine a
revised total weighted student count (WADM) for the
state as a whole under each of the scenarios. This
allows for the second step, which is to calculate the
funding factor parameters needed to calculate each
district’s share of formula funding and state aid. The
third step is to calculate specific districts’ WADM under
each scenario. This is needed for the fourth step, which
is to calculate each district’s total formula funding.
Actual local and dedicated revenues are finally used in
the fifth step, which is to calculate each district’s state
aid. All of these steps are conducted below with the
results compared, and contrasted to actual funding.

Step 1: Determine Statewide Total Weighted
Students
The first thing that must be calculated in order to
simulate how changes in WADM impact districts’ state
aid is total statewide WADM. Table 6 gives the same
summary statistics as Table 1, but with the weights
changed according to those specified in Table 5.
Note that the Average Daily Membership reported
in Table 6 is lower by almost 14,000 than in Table 1.
This number was calculated by referencing a statewide
student count by grade, separate from the data source

TABLE 6

used in Table 1. Presumably the discrepancy is mostly
due to the hold harmless being reflected in Table 1
rather than inconsistency among data sources at the
Oklahoma Department of Education (ODE).
The grade weight in Table 6 is only a little more
than half of that reported in Table 1 due to the change
in grade weights as reflected in Table 2. In all three
scenarios, the special education and isolation weights
included in Table 6 are the same as those in Table 1.
Only the bilingual and economically disadvantaged
weights vary as noted in Table 5.

Step 2: Calculate Funding Factors
Funding factors are calculated using the amount
of funding appropriated by the legislature for formula
purposes and total local and dedicated funding
sources, statewide. The methodology used to calculate
the funding factors is explained in some detail in 1889’s
publication, A Primer for Understanding Oklahoma’s
School Funding System.20 The greater the WADM, the
lower the funding factors since the same amount
of money has to be stretched over a larger count.
Thus the state’s actual factor total in Table 7 is the
lowest since actual state WADM is the highest of the
three WADM measures illustrated. Remember, total
statewide formula funding is being held constant.
Scenario 3 has the highest factor total since that
scenario’s WADM measure is the lowest number.

Alternative Statewide WADM Counts (2016-17 school year)
SCENARIO 1

Student Count Categories
Average Daily Membership

SCENARIO 2

SCENARIO 3

Student Counts

Percent
of Total

Student Counts

Percent
of Total

Student Counts

Percent
of Total

686,814.02

76.2%

686,814.02

71.7%

686,814.02

77.1%

69,241.71

7.7%

69,241.71

7.2%

69,241.71

7.8%

111,808.20

12.4%

111,808.20

11.7%

111,808.20

12.5%

20,362.75

2.3%

20,362.75

2.1%

10,181.38

1.1%

56,138.63

5.9%

Weights:
Grade
Special Education
Bilingual
Economically Disadvantaged
Isolation

Total WADM

12,938.28

1.4%

12,938.28

1.4%

12,938.28

1.5%

901,164.96

100.0%

957,303.59

100.0%

890,983.59

100.0%
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TABLE 7

Actual Versus Alternative Funding Factors

Factors

Actual

Scenario 1

Scenario 2

Scenario 3

$1,567.00

$2,049.00

$1,929.00

$2,073.00

Incentive Aid

$71.93

$93.55

$88.06

$94.61

Total Factors

$3,005.60

$3,920.00

$3,690.20

$3,965.20

Foundation Aid

Note: Total Factors = Foundation Aid + (Incentive Aid x 20)

Note once again that the changes in funding factors
are only a result of differences in relative WADM
counts. The amount of total funding in the state does
not vary.
As an aside, it is notable that the methodology
used to calculate the funding factors is not specified
in law. Perhaps at one time it was, but current practice
results from long-established precedent, not statute.

Step 3: Compute District WADM
Table 8 shows what happens to each district’s
WADM as a result of the changes to the WADM
calculations suggested above. All of the district WADM
counts in the three alternative scenarios fall a good
deal compared to their actual WADM for 2016-17.
After all, the grade weights are lower and several

TABLE 8

weight categories have been eliminated. However, it is
interesting to note the differences among the scenarios
for each district.
Keep in mind that the profound WADM changes
shown in Table 8 will not translate into equally
profound formula and state aid changes. This is
because there are significantly higher funding factors
that match each of the three alternative scenarios.
Piedmont is impacted relatively little from
the variations in the bilingual and economically
disadvantaged counts while the rest of the districts
are impacted far more significantly. This is due to
Piedmont’s much smaller bilingual and economically
disadvantaged counts compared to the total student
body in the actual count.
With no economically disadvantaged weight at all

Actual Versus Hypothetical WADM Counts for 10 Districts
SCENARIO 1

SCENARIO 2

SCENARIO 3

Actual
WADM

WADM

% Change
from Actual

WADM

% Change
from Actual

WADM

% Change
from Actual

Oklahoma City

68,404.77

52,909.90

-23%

57,221.52

-16%

50,622.40

-26%

Tulsa

67,319.54

50,437.28

-25%

54,978.78

-18%

49,075.16

-27%

Muskogee

9,706.33

7,527.77

-22%

8,153.52

-16%

7,468.64

-23%

Piedmont

5,498.21

4,770.09

-13%

4,866.09

-11%

4,745.21

-14%

Anadarko

2,974.24

2,145.14

-28%

2,338.27

-21%

2,133.52

-28%

Okmulgee

2,603.61

1,928.44

-26%

2,108.07

-19%

1,928.19

-26%

Prague

1,650.85

1,320.26

-20%

1,389.64

-16%

1,319.26

-20%

Cordell

1,389.02

1,077.39

-22%

1,137.89

-18%

1,077.39

-22%

Gore

833.63

682.71

-18%

725.71

-13%

682.71

-18%

Red Oak

498.88

369.98

-26%

398.86

-20%

369.98

-26%

District

Note: The primary author is a resident of the Piedmont school district.

Making Oklahoma’s School Funding More Rational

11

(Scenarios 1 and 3), Anadarko loses relatively more
than the others with the losses mitigated somewhat
when half the economically disadvantaged are counted
in Scenario 2. That weight, under the state’s count,
constitutes over 13 percent of Anadarko’s actual
WADM (87 percent of its student body). Anadarko is
also unusual in that the teacher weight constitutes
2 percent of its actual WADM. Anadarko’s bilingual
weight is also twice as high as typical. The Red Oak
district, which shows the second largest impact on
WADM in the first and second scenarios, also loses
significantly on the teacher weight. It also loses the
small-school weight. In reality, Red Oak might regain
some WADM from the isolation index. It is not possible
to calculate that weight for purposes of this exercise,
however.21
In relative terms, Oklahoma City and Tulsa lose
the most in Scenario 3, where only half of the 2016-17
actual bilingual count is included. Depending on how
accurate the bilingual count is for each district, the
impact of cracking down in this student count category
can vary considerably across districts.

Step 4: Calculate Total Formula Funding
The state determines actual total formula

TABLE 9

funding by multiplying each district’s WADM by the
funding factor total and then adding a transportation
allotment. The various totals for formula funding
reported in Table 9 are computed using actual and
each scenario’s WADM multiplied by the corresponding
funding factor total. Recall that formula transportation
funding has been rolled into the total and that
allotment has been eliminated as part of the formula in
each alternative scenario. The transportation allotment
is included in the actual formula funding totals.
Note that especially Piedmont, and Gore as well,
both see significant increases in total formula funding
under the three alternative scenarios. This is because
they have relatively small actual counts in the bilingual
and economically disadvantaged categories. Thus,
they benefit from the relatively high funding factors,
having suffered relatively little in WADM loss due to the
restructuring under each scenario.
Anadarko suffers the biggest relative loss in total
formula funding in the alternative scenarios due to its
relatively large alternative WADM losses. Nevertheless,
the loss in funding is not nearly as profound as might
have been thought because of the higher total funding
factors in each alternative.
Tulsa suffers larger funding losses in every

Actual Versus Alternative Total Formula Funding, Sample District (2016-17)
SCENARIO 1

SCENARIO 2

SCENARIO 3

District

Actual Total
Formula Funding

Formula Funding

%
Difference
from Actual

Formula Funding

%
Difference
from Actual

Formula Funding

%
Difference
from Actual

Oklahoma City

$206,196,163.71

$207,406,788.79

0.6%

$211,158,853.47

2.4%

$200,727,921.05

-2.7%

Tulsa

$202,993,431.42

$197,714,150.14

-2.6%

$202,882,705.76

-0.1%

$194,592,817.29

-4.1%

Muskogee

$29,371,228.45

$29,508,858.01

0.5%

$30,088,119.13

2.4%

$29,614,670.76

0.8%

Piedmont

$16,651,378.98

$18,698,745.74

12.3%

$17,956,838.68

7.8%

$18,815,719.38

13.0%

Anadarko

$8,992,951.74

$8,408,949.98

-6.5%

$8,628,666.61

-4.1%

$8,459,814.87

-5.9%

Okmulgee

$7,872,794.22

$7,559,492.25

-4.0%

$7,779,188.47

-1.2%

$7,645,666.52

-2.9%

Prague

$5,019,707.76

$5,175,432.53

3.1%

$5,128,043.62

2.2%

$5,231,143.23

4.2%

Cordell

$4,248,719.51

$4,223,355.47

-0.6%

$4,199,029.13

-1.2%

$4,272,053.35

0.5%

Gore

$2,540,113.33

$2,676,233.39

5.4%

$2,678,024.64

5.4%

$2,707,092.00

6.6%

Red Oak

$1,526,808.73

$1,450,335.32

-5.0%

$1,471,867.64

-3.6%

$1,467,058.57

-3.9%

Note: The differences between the scenarios and actual values here should equal the differences in Table 10 (below). However, Muskogee and Gore show anomalies of $2,600 and $200 respectively.
Either there is an unidentified author error or actual state aid in each case is slightly higher than the author-computed actuals in this table.
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scenario than does Oklahoma City, which actually
gains in Scenarios 1 and 2. Oklahoma City and Tulsa
are very similar in size with Tulsa being slightly smaller.
Nevertheless, Tulsa claims 50 percent more gifted and
talented children, a weight eliminated in the alternative
scenarios, than Oklahoma City. Tulsa also claims a
significantly higher economically disadvantaged count
than Oklahoma City. Oklahoma City suffers the most
in Scenario 3 where its very high bilingual count (45

TABLE 10

percent of all students) is impacted.
Finally, as noted earlier, Red Oak might not lose as
much funding as it does in these scenarios because it
might qualify for the isolation weight.

Step 5: Determine State Aid
Once the total amount of formula funding is
calculated, certain deductions that account for actual
and expected local and dedicated state tax collections

Actual and Hypothetical State Aid Amounts
ACTUAL

SCENARIO 1

State Aid

State Aid

Difference
from Actual

%
Difference

Oklahoma City

$101,950,741

$103,161,366

$1,210,625

1.19%

Tulsa

$86,432,343

$81,153,062

-$5,279,281

-6.11%

Muskogee

$15,790,065

$15,925,108

$135,043

0.86%

Piedmont

$8,616,387

$10,663,755

$2,047,368

23.76%

Anadarko

$6,111,371

$5,527,370

-$584,001

-9.56%

Okmulgee

$4,993,128

$4,679,826

-$313,302

-6.27%

Prague

$2,935,838

$3,091,563

$155,725

5.30%

Cordell

$1,780,165

$1,754,801

-$25,364

-1.42%

Gore

$1,516,697

$1,653,017

$136,320

8.99%

$822,908

$746,435

-$76,473

-9.29%

District

Red Oak

ACTUAL

SCENARIO 2

State Aid

State Aid

Difference
from Actual

%
Difference

Oklahoma City

$101,950,741

$106,913,431

$4,962,690

4.87%

Tulsa

$86,432,343

$86,321,618

-$110,725

-0.13%

Muskogee

$15,790,065

$16,504,369

$714,304

4.52%

Piedmont

$8,616,387

$9,921,847

$1,305,460

15.15%

Anadarko

$6,111,371

$5,747,087

-$364,284

-5.96%

Okmulgee

$4,993,128

$4,899,522

-$93,606

-1.87%

Prague

$2,935,838

$3,044,174

$108,336

3.69%

Cordell

$1,780,165

$1,730,474

-$49,691

-2.79%

Gore

$1,516,697

$1,654,808

$138,111

9.11%

$822,908

$767,967

-$54,941

-6.68%

District

Red Oak
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ACTUAL

SCENARIO 3

State Aid

State Aid

Difference
from Actual

%
Difference

Oklahoma City

$101,950,741

$95,267,561

-$6,683,180

-6.56%

Tulsa

$86,432,343

$76,853,926

-$9,578,417

-11.08%

Muskogee

$15,790,065

$15,851,673

$61,608

0.39%

Piedmont

$8,616,387

$10,666,843

$2,050,456

23.80%

Anadarko

$6,111,371

$5,527,030

-$584,341

-9.56%

Okmulgee

$4,993,128

$4,719,723

-$273,405

-5.48%

Prague

$2,935,838

$3,115,611

$179,773

6.12%

Cordell

$1,780,165

$1,777,641

-$2,524

-0.14%

Gore

$1,516,697

$1,667,490

$150,793

9.94%

$822,908

$754,279

-$68,629

-8.34%

District

Red Oak

in the district are subtracted. The remainder is state
aid, the amount of funding that the state throws in
to ensure that the district reaches the total formula
funding. Table 10 shows actual and alternative scenario
state aid amounts. In all four cases, the state aid
shown in Table 10 is equal to the total formula amounts
from Table 9 minus actual deductions from the 2016-17
school year.
The bottom line with respect to the funding
simulation is that any changes in WADM, will have
redistributive effects on school districts. It should.
Perhaps all school districts are over-counting some
weighted student populations, but it appears some
districts are over-counting more than others. Tulsa, for
example, has 50 percent more students classified as
gifted than does Oklahoma City, although Oklahoma
City has slightly more total students. Oklahoma City’s
bilingual weight, which implies that 45 percent of all
students are English learners, seems excessive as
well. Meanwhile, school districts that count accurately
are being hurt financially by those who exaggerate
weighted funding categories.

Conclusion
Any change in school funding, whether it makes
the system more complex or simpler, will have a
differential effect on school districts. The only way
to avoid having some school districts lose funding
with formula funding changes is to have the state
increase overall funding. Regardless, simplification is
worth the exercise and the pain. The current system
is not rational. It leads to manipulation and gaming
of the system. Because so many find it difficult to
understand, it leads to a disengaged electorate, which
only adds to potential abuse.

For these reasons, the state should adopt
these recommendations:
1 Reform the grade weights to reflect pricing practices
currently in private schools,
2 retain but study and potentially change the special
education, bilingual, and isolation student count weights,
3 eliminate the gifted, summer program, economically
disadvantaged, small school, and teacher index weights,
4 eliminate the two-year hold-harmless for districts losing
WADM, and
5 eliminate the transportation category in the state’s
funding formula.
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