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By Jay F. May

Introduction

This chapter compares district and 

charter school revenues statewide and 

for Chicago for fiscal year 2011 (FY11).1  

Comparisons are made to previous 

research for FY03 and FY07, based on the 

same methodology.  Funding disparities 

between districts and charter schools for the same geographic area are explored.  The 

per pupil funding values in the analysis are weighted to compare districts and charter 

schools as though they served the same proportions of urban and suburban students 

(see Methodology for details).  Additional research and insights not included in this 

chapter appear in the monograph at the beginning of this report.  The monograph also 

includes a state-by-state Return on Investment (ROI) analysis, which combines the 

analysis of revenues with student performance data.  
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Highlights of the FY11 Analysis

•	 The 48 charter schools analyzed in Illinois, in aggregate, received 11.4 percent less in revenues on a per 
pupil basis than district schools.  Charter schools received $11,408 vs. $12,881 for district schools, a 
difference of $1,473 (Figures 1 & 3). 

•	 If districts were to educate the same urban/metropolitan vs. suburban/rural proportion of students as 
charter schools do, the district weighted per pupil would be $13,461, or $2,053 (15.3%) more than charter 
schools ($13,461 less $11,408, see Figure 3). 

•	 The 36 charter schools in Chicago, in aggregate, received 14.8 percent less in revenues on a per pupil basis 
than district schools.  Charter schools received $11,517 vs. $13,518 for district schools, a difference of 
$2,002 (Figure 3).  

•	 Charter schools in Illinois educate 2.1 percent of total public school students but receive only 1.8 percent of 
total revenues (Figure 3).

•	 Magnitude of Disparity:  If all Illinois 
districts received the same level of per 
pupil funding as charter schools, districts 
would have received $2,908,318,359 less in 
total funding (Figure 3). 

Key observations about Figure 3 are as follows:

•	 Total funding less Other funding represents 
public funding.  When FY11 Total funding 
amounts per pupil are compared, there 
is a disparity favoring districts of $1,473 
per pupil, or 11.4% (Figure 3).  When 
FY11 statewide public funding amounts 
are compared (less Other) the disparity 
increases to $2,027, or 16.6% ([District per 
pupil of $12,881 less Other of $672] less 
[Charter per pupil of $11,408 less Other of 
$1,226] = $2,027). 

•	 Charter schools, statewide and for Chicago, 
consistently received the largest portion of 
their revenues from State sources (56.4% 
and 55.4%, respectively), and received 
virtually no Local revenue.

•	 The large amount of Public-Indeterminate 
revenue source classification for charter 
schools, statewide (23.7%) and for Chicago 
(24.7%), is due to having to analyze 
finance data from independent audits 
and/or Federal Forms 990. The Illinois 
State Board of Education does not collect 
detailed consistent revenue data from charter schools.  The revenue data in many independent audits are 
not sufficiently specific to identify all revenues by source.  The audits also do not present revenue data in a 
consistent manner across all charter schools.

Figure 1

Figure 2
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IL

Per Pupil Revenue

$12,881 $13,461 $13,518

$11,408 $11,408 $11,517

($1,473) ($2,053) ($2,002)
(11.4%) (15.3%) (14.8%)

District Charter District Charter District Charter

Federal $1,043 $922 $2,168 $922 $2,279 $954

State $3,450 $6,439 $4,728 $6,439 $4,854 $6,381

Local $7,716 $5 $5,637 $5 $5,432 $5

Other $672 $1,226 $928 $1,226 $953 $1,247

Public-Indeter. $0 $2,701 $0 $2,701 $0 $2,845

Indeterminate $0 $115 $0 $115 $0 $83
Total $12,881 $11,408 $13,461 $11,408 $13,518 $11,517
Enrollment

Total Enrollment 2,015,826 431,377

Revenue

District Charter District Charter District Charter

8.1% 8.1% 16.1% 8.1% 16.9% 8.3%

26.8% 56.4% 35.1% 56.4% 35.9% 55.4%

59.9% 0.0% 41.9% 0.0% 40.2% 0.0%

5.2% 10.7% 6.9% 10.7% 7.1% 10.8%

0.0% 23.7% 0.0% 23.7% 0.0% 24.7%
0.0% 1.0% 0.0% 1.0% 0.0% 0.7%

Magnitude of Disparity = Total funding Difference times District enrollment (see below)

% of District

Percentage of 
Revenue by 
Source

Federal

State

Local

Other

Public-Indeter.
Indeterminate

($2,908,318,359) ($786,467,716)

FY2010-11

 Summary Data Table

District

Charter
Schools*

Per Pupil 
Revenue by 
Source

District

Charter

Charter

Total Revenue

District

Charter

Difference

$25,904,661,113 N/A

N/A
N/A

1,974,393

97.9%

41,433

2.1%

N/A

$5,754,507,069

98.2% N/A 92.3%

1.8% N/A 7.7%

$472,663,548 N/A $442,943,786

$5,311,563,283

38,461

8.9%

36

Statewide

Focus Area Districts Educate 
19.9% of All District Students

Focus Area Charters Educate 
92.8% of All Charter Students

48

$25,431,997,565

Chicago
 Statewide Weighted

N/A

392,916

91.1%

by Charter Enrollment

*These analyzed charter school counts may differ from other published counts because the analyzed counts may exclude a 
few new charter schools, closing charter schools, or other charter schools for which both enrollment and revenue data are not 
available.  A total of 48 charter schools representing 112 campuses were analyzed statewide; 36 schools and 90 campuses were in 
Chicago.  The FY07 revenue study reported the number of campuses at 76 statewide, with 68 in Chicago.

Figure 3
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•	 The Chicago focus area district educates 19.9% of all district students statewide, whereas focus area 
charters educate 92.8% of all charter students.  Proportionately, charter schools educate more urban (Focus 
Area) students than suburban students compared to districts (see Figure 3).  

Probable Causes of Disparities

Probable causes of Illinois’s district-to-charter funding disparities:  

•	 Insufficient Equalization -- The intent of Illinois Statute is to use State and Local revenues to equalize 
funding.  Even if we assume that all of the charter school Public-Indeterminate funding is either State 
or Local funding, when statewide Local and State revenue sources are added together, districts receive 
$11,166 in per pupil revenues, whereas charter schools receive only $9,145 (State, $6,439; plus Local, $5; 
plus Public-Indeterminate, $2,701).  This difference of $2,021 (18.1%) accounts for a majority, if not all, of 
the statewide disparity of $1,473 favoring districts (see Figure 3).  Even when charter school non-public 
Other revenues, mostly from philanthropic grants ($1,226), are included in the computation, the total 
funding disparity favoring districts is $1,473 per pupil (see Figure 3).  

•	 Non-LEA Charter Schools -- In FY11, all but two Illinois charter schools were not local education agencies 
(LEAs), and these non-LEA schools received their revenues through their authorizing district.  The two LEA 
charter schools were originally authorized by the Illinois State Board of Education and later transferred 
to the Illinois State Charter School Commission.  Nationally, non-LEA charter schools tend to receive less 
revenue than LEA charter schools.  

•	 Federal Funding Disparity -- Federal 
revenues are lower for charter schools 
than for districts (statewide, the figures 
are $1,043 per pupil for districts, $922 per 
pupil for charter schools); for Chicago, the 
figures are $2,279 for districts and $954 for 
charters.  The specific causes of this Federal 
disparity are unknown, but this result can 
occur when a) small charter schools choose 
not to pursue certain federal revenues 
due to associated administrative burdens, 
b) the rules for qualifying for Title I funds 
favor larger entities like districts, and/
or c) funds from the Federal American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) 
and State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF) 
grants provided to the state have not been 
distributed equitably.  Charter schools 
have slightly greater percentages of free 
and reduced-price lunch enrollments and 
Title I enrollments than for districts, so this 
disparity is not due to funding following 
student needs.

•	 By Design -- By Illinois law, charter schools 
must receive between 75% and 125% of 
their authorizing district’s per pupil funding 
level.  Also by law, charter schools must 
negotiate revenues and administrative 
support services and related fees with the 
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entity that decides whether or not they will come into existence and stay in existence, that is, with their 
authorizing district. The achieved funding outcome is a function of its design.  

•	 Charters Have Less Access to Facilities Funding -- Charter schools in Illinois do not receive capital funds for 
facilities from local or state sources.

Where the Money Comes From

By statute, most revenues for public school districts come from local property taxes and from General State Aid 
(GSA); lesser amounts come from state categorical aid and state transitional impact aid (TIA).  TIA revenues for 
districts offset losses of revenue resulting from losses of enrollment to charter schools.  According to statute, 
districts receive TIA funding in the amount of 90% of “lost” regular per pupil revenue in the first year of a charter 
school’s existence, 65% in the second year, and 35% in the third year (subject to state appropriation).  TIA has not 
been funded for nearly five years, inclusive of FY11.

Charter schools receive their funding through their authorizing district and are not considered LEAs, except for the 
two LEA charter schools that were authorized by the state .  Most revenues for public charter schools come from 
state sources, primarily from General State Aid (GSA), which is supported by general state sales and income taxes.      

How Illinois Funds Its Districts

Most districts receive the majority of their funding from local property tax.  State funding is used to equalize state and 
local district funding levels.  General State Aid (GSA) comprises 66 percent of state funds for elementary and secondary 
education.  According to the Illinois State Board of Education,Funds are disbursed through two grants to school districts.  
One is an equalization grant that assures the combination of state and local funding meet a minimum foundation 
level.  For most districts this means that state funding is provided in the amount that will bring total state and local 
resources per pupil to the amount of the Foundation level.  No district receives the full Foundation Level per pupil – 
instead they receive an amount that, when combined with local resources per pupil, achieves the Foundation Level. 
 
The second grant is the supplemental GSA grant for low-income students.  This grant, which is not equalized, is 
based on the proportion of low-income students in a district.  The amount paid through this grant increases as the 
proportion of low-income students in a district increases.2

Because the foundation amount has not been fully funded by the state for the past two years, the GSA amounts 
have been prorated among districts.  Foundation levels are based on the General Assembly and the governor 
appropriating the necessary funding.  For the past several years that has not been the case.  When appropriations 
fall short of the amount necessary to fully fund the GSA claim, payment to districts are prorated and paid at the 
maximum percentage possible given appropriation amounts.  Since FY10 Illinois has experienced an appropriation 
shortfall in the following amounts.

•	 FY10 Shortfall:   $18.9 million, or 98% of statutory formula claim

•	 FY11:    $0.3 million, or almost 100% of claim

•	 FY12:    $231.1 million, or 95% of claim

•	 FY13:  $518.2 million, or 89% of claim

•	 FY14:  $562.1 million, or 89% of claim.

School districts also receive federal funding; other funding comes from non-tax revenues, such as gate fees and 
earnings on investments. 
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How Illinois Funds Its Charter Schools

In FY11 all but two Illinois charter schools were district-authorized and, therefore, were not LEAs. These non-
LEA charter schools received their funding through their authorizing district.  The two LEA charter schools were 
originally authorized by the Illinois State Board of Education and later transferred to the Illinois State Charter 
School Commission.  Charter schools do not have local taxing authority and receive most of their revenue from 
state sources, passed through their authorizing district.  Charter schools also receive a significant amount of 
funding from other revenues, which are mostly comprised of philanthropic grants or non-tax sources.  

Under Illinois law, charters may receive no less than 75% and no more than 125% of what traditional public schools 
receive in per pupil funding.  Funding levels and services provided to the charter school are negotiated between 
the charter school and its authorizing district.  Charter schools are also entitled to their proportionate share of 
Federal and State categorical funding available for eligible students enrolled.  The state has no visible effective 
means for enforcing these rules, however, because the Illinois State Board of Education does not collect detailed 
consistent revenue data from charter schools; they obtain only generalized independent audits (see Figure 12).  
The charter school independent audits collected do not contain sufficient detailed and consistent data to enforce 
these rules. State statute allows for granting charter schools start-up funds, not to exceed $250 per student.  The 
amount of these grant funds distributed to charter schools is unknown.  State charter code also establishes a 
Charter Schools Revolving Loan Fund, a special fund in the state treasury.  This fund provides for interest-free loans 
to charter schools for purposes of one-time start-up funds of up to $250 per student.  These funds can also be used 
for facilities.  These two programs have not been funded for several years, however.    

Recent Statutory Changes

On July 20, 2011, the governor signed into law Senate Bill 79 creating an independent Charter School Commission.  
The state’s objective was to encourage the growth in the number of charter schools beyond Chicago by providing 
an independent state-level authorizer.  Charter schools authorized by local school boards (all in FY11) are not LEAs.  
Charter schools approved by the Charter School Commission are LEAs.  The new statute had no effect on this FY11 
analysis.

Funding for Public School Facilities

Facilities funding access is different for districts than for charter schools.

District Facilities Funding Access

Local capital funding for Illinois school districts is provided from the sale of bonds approved by local referenda and 
local tax levies for designated capital projects.  State facilities funding is provided primarily based on each district’s 
property wealth, with wealthy districts receiving less state aid.  The School Infrastructure Fund funds debt service 
obligations.  To access construction grants, school districts submit applications and facility plans to the State Board 
of Education, which then awards monies based on need and the type of project. 

Charter School Facilities Funding Access

Charter schools in Illinois do not receive capital funds for facilities from local or state sources.  Without state or 
local capital support, facilities costs in Illinois are commonly paid out of a charter school’s per pupil operating funds 
and/or from one-time start-up grants and start-up interest-free loans (each capped at $250 per student).  Start-up 
programs have not been funded for several years, however.  State statute provides that conversion charter schools 
cannot be charged for rent for space that is deemed available in school district facilities.  But there is no similar 
provision for non-conversion charter schools.   
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According to Illinois statute, “a charter school may apply for and receive, subject to the same restrictions applicable 
to school districts, any grant administered by the State Board that is available for school districts.”  It is unclear, 
in practice, how or whether this statute applies to facilities funding.  It is also unclear how this statute can be 
reconciled with state provisions requiring that charter schools negotiate all funding issues with their authorizing 
district.  

Long-Term Funding Patterns

For Illinois, we now have three point-in-time snapshots of public education funding for FY03, FY07, and FY11.  
Please note that in the presentation and discussion of longitudinal data that follow, the figures used are inflation-
adjusted to 2007 dollars and differ from figures presented in Figure 3, which include actual and weighted per pupil 
revenues representing FY11 only. The inflation-adjusted per pupil revenues in Figures 6‒8 are for comparative 
purposes only.  Refer to the Methodology section for more on inflation adjustments.

Total Funding

Figure 6 illustrates how total revenue per pupil, inflation-adjusted, increased between FY03 and FY07 for districts 
and charters statewide and for Chicago.  

FY03 and FY07 Statewide Total 
Funding Disparity:  Consistent with 
the funding disparity noted in FY11 
data in Figure 3 above, the statewide 
disparity favoring districts using 
inflation-adjusted dollars for FY03 
was $2,285 ($9,945 for districts less 
$7,660 for charters) or 23.0 percent 
and for FY07 was $862 ($11,478 for 
districts less $10,616 for charters) or 
7.5 percent (Figure 6).  Statewide, 
there has been a persistent total 
funding disparity favoring districts 
over the past eight years.    

Total Funding Changes from FY03 
to FY11:  Statewide and for Chicago, 
from FY03 to FY11, charter inflation-
adjusted Total Funding increased at 
a greater rate than district revenues 
(see Figure 6).  Statewide, Total 
Funding increased from FY03 to 
FY11 for districts in the amount of 
$1,905 ($11,850 less $9,945), or 19.2 
percent and for charters by $2,835 ($10,495 less $7,660), or 37.0 percent.  Chicago’s Total Funding for districts 
increased $2,372 ($12,437 less $10,065), or 23.6 percent and for charters by $2,858 ($10,595 less $7,737), or 36.9 
percent.  Despite charter school funding increasing at a greater rate than funding for districts over the last eight 
years, a large funding disparity favoring districts remains.

Statewide District (D) Statewide Charter (C)   Chicago-D   Chicago-C

FY03 $9,945 $7,660 $10,065 $7,737

FY07 $11,478 $10,616 $12,181 $10,871

FY11 $11,850 $10,495 $12,437 $10,595
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Total Funding Less Other

Our study includes total funding 
whether the funds originate from 
public or private sources.  The 
“Other” category is comprised 
of philanthropic and other non-
tax revenues, which can play a 
significant role in the financing of 
charter schools.  Therefore, we 
have removed Other dollars from 
this level of analysis to determine 
if funding from public sources is 
distributed equitably to districts 
and to charter schools.  Public 
funding includes Local, State, 
Federal, Indeterminate-Public, 
and where we cannot determine 
the source, Indeterminate.

Impact of Other Funding:  Total 
funding less Other funding 
represents public funding.  When 
public funding amounts are 
compared (less Other) the district-
vs.-charter disparity favoring districts tends to increase compared to using Total funding, for all fiscal years analyzed.  
Other revenues are more significant for charter schools.

The funding disparity is persistent 
whether one looks at Total funding 
or at Total less Other funding.

Other Funding

Other funding, shown in Figure 8, 
has decreased from FY07 to FY11.  
Worsening economic conditions 
often cause Other revenues 
to decrease.  Other revenues 
include non-tax revenues such as 
philanthropic grants, gate fees, 
earnings on investment, and 
lunch fees.  The zero amounts of 
Other district revenues in FY03 
are most likely due to lack of 
financial reporting detail available 
to separate Other revenue from 
Local, or lack of access to that 
detail.  In those cases, the Other 
revenue is included in Local 
revenue.    

Statewide District (D) Statewide Charter (C)   Chicago-D   Chicago-C

FY03 $9,945 $6,500 $10,065 $6,502

FY07 $10,697 $8,974 $11,154 $9,134

FY11 $11,232 $9,367 $11,560 $9,448
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Figure 7

Statewide District (D) Statewide Charter (C)   Chicago-D   Chicago-C

FY2003 $0 $1,161 $0 $1,235

FY2007 $781 $1,642 $1,027 $1,737

FY2011 $618 $1,128 $877 $1,148
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Changes in Funding Results

Figure 9 illustrates changes in total funding levels by source from FY03 to FY11, using inflation-adjusted dollars 
(adjusted to 2007).  Significant changes include the following:

•	 Total revenues for districts and charter schools statewide and for Chicago increased from FY03 to FY11.

•	 Federal revenue for districts and charter schools increased statewide and for Chicago.  State revenue for 
districts increased statewide and for Chicago.  

•	 State charter school revenues in FY03 were not classified comparably with FY11 revenues because in 
FY03 the source of revenue data was not sufficiently specified to classify all revenues by source, and were 
therefore classified as Indeterminate; most of those Indeterminate revenues were likely State revenues.  

•	 Local revenues increased for districts statewide and for the focus areas, whereas charter schools do not 
receive any Local revenues.  

•	 For the FY11 analysis district Local revenues were reclassified as Other revenues, based on clarification of 
the nature of these revenues.  Other revenues decreased for charter schools. 

Figure 9

IL

From/To: FY2003 / FY2011 Federal State Local Other Total

Statewide District (D) 21.4% 6.4% 15.0% N/A 19.2%
Statewide Charter (C) 90.0% 1113.6% N/A -2.8% 37.0%

  Chicago-D 29.0% 17.5% 7.7% N/A 23.6%
  Chicago-C 85.9% 1145.8% N/A -7.1% 36.9%

Per Pupil Revenue -- Inflation Adjusted -- Over Time
Percentage Increase / Decrease (black shading)

Figure 10 shows changes in the percentage of Total funding disparity from FY03 to FY11.  The disparity persists over 
the past eight years.  

Figure 10

IL

FY2003 FY2007 FY2011

Statewide -23.0% -7.5% -11.4%

  Chicago -23.1% -10.7% -14.8%

Negative Disparities Mean Districts Receive More (red text)
Disparity as Percent of District -- Over Time

Focus Area

Select Enrollment Characteristics

Charter school percentages for free and reduced-price lunch enrollments, a proxy for low-income, and Title I are 
greater than district percentages.3  Districts and charter schools educate similar percentages of special education 
students.4  
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Figure 11

IL

FY03 FY07 FY11 FY03 FY07 FY11 FY03 FY07 FY11

Statewide District 42.3% 82.2% 44.9% 54.8% 68.6% 75.0% N/A N/A 13.1%
Statewide Charter 46.6% 79.8% 79.9% 43.5% 70.6% 79.6% N/A N/A 14.4%

Select Enrollment Characteristics

Percentage of Total Enrollment
Free & Reduced Lunch Title I Special EducationStudent Group >>>

Year >>>

Funding Practices Summary

Figure 12
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This table summarizes answers 
to key funding mechanism 
questions in context with a 

grade based on actual funding 
results.

Funding Practices Summary

PURPOSE

ACCESS TO FUNDING SOURCES

Grade based on % of Weighted Funding Disparity

DATA AVAILABILITY

Does the state provide reasonable access to detailed public data on federal, state, local, 
and other revenues for district schools?

Does the state provide reasonable access to detailed public data on federal, state, local, 
and other revenues for charter schools?

FUNDING FORMULA

Are charter schools treated as LEAs for funding purposes?

Does the state provide funding for charter schools and districts based primarily on 
student enrollment?
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Do charter schools have access to this funding source according to state 
statutes?

In practice, do charter schools have at least as much access to this 
funding source as districts have?

Do charter school students receive at least 95% as much per pupil in 
revenue for this source as district students?

1 The Illinois State Board of Education does not collect revenue data from charter schools.  Instead, it requires that charter schools submit 
independent audits.  The audits are made available on the Department web site but lack sufficient detail and consistency for purposes of 
managerial reporting and analysis, comparative financial analysis, or evaluation of charter school performance on a per pupil basis.

2 Charter schools authorized by local school boards (the majority) are not LEAs.  Charter schools approved by the State Charter Commission 
are their own LEA.  All charter schools in FY11 were authorized by local school boards, except for two LEA charters.
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Endnotes

1 The source for district revenue data was official Annual Financial Reports (AFRs) downloaded from the Illinois State Board of Education 
web site.  The source for charter revenues was independent charter school audits and Federal Forms 990.  Enrollment data were 
downloaded from the Illinois State Board of Education web site.   

2 Illinois State Board of Education.  General State Aid.  Legislative Reference:  105 ILCS 5/18-8.05.   <http://www.isbe.net/funding/pdf/
gsa_overview.pdf>.

3 National Center for Educational Statistics.  “Common Core of Data, Table Generator.”  FY11. <http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/elsi/>.

4 Illinois State Board of Education.  2009-2010 and 2010-2011 Illinois Charter School Biennial Report.  January 2012.   
<http://www.isbe.state.il.us/charter/pdf/biennial_rpt_09-10_10-11.pdf>.

http://www.isbe.net/funding/pdf/gsa_overview.pdf
http://www.isbe.net/funding/pdf/gsa_overview.pdf
http://www.isbe.state.il.us/charter/pdf/biennial_rpt_09-10_10-11.pdf
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