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New DC Public Schools Budget Model Makes Progress Towards More 

Transparency and Flexibility, but Falls Short on Addressing Structural 

Funding Inadequacy and Inequity 

By Qubilah Huddleston and Michael Johnson, Jr. 

More than half of the schools within DC Public 
Schools (DCPS) have fiscal year (FY) 2023 initial 
budgets that are lower than their FY 2022 
budgets that were boosted by federal funds. 
Additionally, 73 schools have initial FY 2023 
budgets that would not keep up with real costs 
based on DCFPI’s analysis, if approved by 
lawmakers as-is.1 Schools projected to experience 
enrollment declines—most of which are 
concentrated in Wards 4, 7, and 8 and serve a 
disproportionate share of Black, Latinx, and 
students from families with low incomes—are 
most at risk of potential budget cuts in FY 2023.  
 
For FY 2023, the Mayor has proposed a 5.9 percent increase (not inflation adjusted) to the per-pupil base of 
the Uniform Per Student Funding Formula (UPSFF) and a suite of funds to stabilize school budgets that 
would otherwise decrease significantly due to enrollment declines. In addition, DCPS has launched a new 
school budget model. These are welcome changes and reflect the strides that the District has made to invest 
more deeply in public education. Importantly, DCPS’ new budget model takes steps to improve 
transparency and give schools more control over how they invest their dollars. For example, DCPS is giving 
schools discretion over how they spend their “at-risk” funds, which are additional dollars that schools are 
legally entitled to receive to meet the needs of students from families with low incomes, who are mostly 
Black and brown in DC. Yet these changes alone may not be enough to stabilize schools’ budgets or usher 
in long overdue structural changes that build towards an equitable and antiracist future for all DC students.  
 
In FY 2022, many schools are relying on one-time Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief 
(ESSER) Funds to cover costs of classroom teachers, aides, and other key general education positions. 
Consequently, schools are facing potential “fiscal cliffs” where one-time federal dollars used to fund 
recurring expenses will disappear. The District is missing an opportunity to leverage its growing revenue to 
adequately increase local spending on general education services. This would allow schools to not only use 
their ESSER funds to make deeper investments in educational resources but would also allow schools to 
spend “at-risk” and other targeted funds on additional resources for students furthest from opportunity.  
 
Policymakers can and should keep and build on the promises they made to meet the educational and socio-
emotional needs of students—one of several sound steps for sustaining an equitable recovery from the 
pandemic.2 To do this, DCFPI recommends that the Mayor, DC Council, and top education officials: 
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• Ensure that schools have enough local, recurring dollars to cover rising costs in FY 2023. 

• Transparently provide additional ESSER funds to allow schools to invest in targeted resources that 

help boost the academic outcomes of Black and brown students and students from families with low 

incomes. 

• Ensure that schools do not lose staff positions in a manner that is disproportionate to grade level 

projected enrollment declines. 

• Add a small school supplemental weight to DCPS’ new budgeting model to ensure that schools with 

declining enrollment can afford general education services without having to supplant “at-risk” 

funds. 

• Create and enforce a District-wide education vision that protects enrollment in neighborhood 

schools in all eight wards.  

 

How DCPS' New Budget Model Differs from the Comprehensive Staffing Model 

The updated DCPS budget model differs from the system’s Comprehensive Staffing Model (CSM) that has 
been in place for more than decade. The CSM is a staff-based allocation model, where DCPS allocated 
staffing and non-personnel services to schools based on enrollment and school level. This model did not 
allocate funding on a per-pupil basis. The new budget model is a student-based budgeting model that 
allocates dollars to schools based on the number of enrolled students, where students are funded through a 
base weight and additional supplemental weights based on student need. The model designates three types 
of funding (enrollment based, targeted support, and stability funding), gives principals and Local School 

A Note on DCFPI’s Analysis of DCPS FY 2023 Initial Budgets 

DCFPI collected the FY 2022 submitted and FY 2023 initial PDF budget documents that are publicly 
available on the DCPS budget website to analyze proposed changes to schools’ budgets.3 DCFPI 
converted all 116 local school submitted budgets for FY 2022 from PDF to Excel. After converting FY 
2022 submitted budgets, we combined each school budget into a single spreadsheet to conduct our 
analyses. DCFPI repeated this method for FY 2023 initial budgets.  

DCFPI also obtained additional information, such as projected enrollment numbers and FY 2023 
costs of DCPS positions, from the DCPS budget website and DCPS FY 2022 approved budget 
documents available on the Chief Financial Officer’s website.4 Please note that DCFPI excluded 
Military Road Elementary school from some of the analyses because its FY 2022 submitted budget 
document is currently not publicly available.  

Below are the analyses that DCFPI conducted: 

• Changes in projected enrollment between FYs 2022 and 2023, including year-over-year 
changes in projected total student enrollment and “at-risk” student enrollment. DCFPI 
analyzed these changes at the school and ward levels. 

• Initial budgeted amounts and full-time equivalents (FTEs) for librarians and Instructional 
Support positions. 

• The difference between schools’ FY 2022 submitted budgets and FY 2023 initial budgets to 
determine whether schools would gain or lose money in FY 2023. 

• The difference between schools’ FY 2023 initial budget and what it would cost for schools to 
maintain FY 2022 personnel services—such as teachers and other staff—and non-personnel 

services—such as supplies and contract services.5  
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Advisory Teams (LSAT) more discretion over spending decisions, and changes which positions are required 
versus flexible.6,7 Within stability funding, the new budget model also offers four different sub-categories of  
resources, all of which principals and LSATs have full discretion over how they invest: safety net, 
stabilization funding, recovery funding, and hold harmless funding. 

 
Funding requirements for certain staffing positions have also changed under the new school model. 
Funding for position levels range from required (L1) to fully discretionary (L3), with L3 granting principals 
and LSATs the most flexibility. Schools are not allowed to reallocate positions of funding for required items 
or positions. L2 funding for positions grants schools slightly more discretion and L3 funding for positions 
are completely discretionary, meaning funding originally allocated for these positions can be re-allocated to 
support other programming and staffing costs as needed. 

 
In FY 2023, DCPS is proposing to spend $13.5 million to make librarians a required position following 
years of local advocacy to ensure every school has a full-time librarian. DCPS reclassified many other 
positions down from L1 to L2 to allow schools greater flexibility over these dollars, including English 
learner (EL) teachers and aides, special education aides, early childhood teachers and aides, psychologists, 
social workers, and others.  
 
Notably, DCPS is no longer pre-budgeting key general education positions such as regular classroom 
teachers and music and arts teachers, attendance counselors, assistant principals, and others. Ideally, schools 
will be able to cover staffing costs by primarily using their enrollment based and stability funds, leaving their 
targeted support funds as extra resources that boost the academic achievement of students furthest from 
opportunity. Because these positions are no longer pre-budgeted, schools will use their enrollment based, 
targeted supports, and stability funding to cover a mix of positions, as desired and their allotment allows.  

The FY 2023 New School Model is separated into three main funding types: 

1. Enrollment-Based Funding: Enrollment-based funding is based on the expected student enrollment 
count for the upcoming school year and comprises most of the funding allocated to schools. This count is 
determined using historical enrollment data and factors that affect enrollment, including new housing 
developments, new schools, and grade level sizes matriculating through schools and feeder patterns. 
Enrollment-based funding also impacts personnel counts to each school, such as teachers and 
administrators.  
2. Targeted Support Funding: Targeted support funding is used to provide additional supports and funding 
to specific populations of students. This funding is designed to provide additional funding weights for student 
populations including: “at-risk,” early childhood, English language learners, special education, education 
campuses, and early learning centers.  
3. Stability Funding  

• Stabilization (recurring): In FY 2023, stabilization is calculated using schools’ FY 2023 formulaic budget 
and comparing it to their FY 2022 submitted budget (March 2021), excluding security funding. Schools 
receive stabilization funding to maintain an initial allocation amount no less than 95 percent of their prior 
year submitted budget. These funds are fully flexible. 

• Safety Net (recurring): The safety net supplement is provided to schools when the student-based funds 
do not generate enough dollars to provide a baseline of services by school type. Safety net funds are 
included in the student-based funding allocation. 

• Mayor’s Recovery Funds (one-time): Some schools received hold harmless funds to increase their 
Updated Budget Model initial allocation to be no less than their FY 2022 principal submitted budget in 
March 2021. These funds are fully flexible.  

• Hold Harmless Funds(one-time): These funds are designed to help schools maximize buying power by 
allowing them to afford similar levels of staff and programming from FY 2022 and are fully flexible.  
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While DCPS increases flexibility around staffing—a positive change—it decreases public visibility into 
whether schools have enough funding to cover all their staffing needs. For example, because general 
education teachers are no longer allocated with FY 2023 initial DCPS budgets, it is impossible to determine 
how many general education teachers will be budgeted in FY 2023 until schools submit their final budgets. 
DCPS should release schools’ FY 2023 submitted budgets as soon as possible to give a more complete 
picture of schools’ budgets.   
 

DCPS Changed How it Allocates “At-Risk” Funds, Added Two Additional Weights to Target Even 

More Funds  

With its new school budget model, DCPS has made 
significant changes to how it allocates the “at-risk” 
funding it receives through the UPSFF to schools.8 
DCPS will allocate its “at-risk” dollars in the form 
of a program grant, giving principals and LSATs 
more discretion over how they invest their “at-risk” 
funds. Based on DCFPI’s analysis, DCPS would 
provide $2,683 per “at-risk” student via the grant 
program in FY 2023, although almost all the high 
schools would receive slightly higher “at-risk” per 
pupil amounts.9 In total, DCPS would invest $63.3 
million in “at-risk” program grants. 
 

In addition, DCPS’ new model provides additional “at-risk” funding outside of the “at-risk” grant via two 
new weights that are part of the student-based budgeting part of its new funding model. With these 
additional weights, DCPS aims to drive more dollars to schools where poverty and other barriers to learning 
are more concentrated among their student populations. Schools with 40 and 70 percent or more “at-risk” 
student populations—many of which are racially and socioeconomically segregated—will benefit from this 
new policy.10 Under the FY 2023 initial budgets, DCPS would invest $9.8 million in “at-risk” concentration 
weight funding, bringing DCPS’ total FY 2023 “at-risk” funding to a total of $73.1 million. If the Mayor or 
Council do not make any changes, this would be a 6.7 percent increase over how much DCPS allocated in 
total for “at-risk” in FY 2022, adjusted for inflation. 
 
DCPS’ decision to switch to a grant allocation model appears to be in direct response to advocates’ calls for 
more transparency and advocates’ demand that DCPS stop using “at-risk” funds to cover general education 
expenses, which is a direct violation of the DC law that requires the system layer “at-risk” funds on top of 
school budgets.11 
 
The changes that DCPS is making to “at-risk” funding under its new school budget model are welcome. 
The public is now more clearly able to see how “at-risk” funding DCPS is directly invested in schools. Still, 
these changes alone may not reduce schools’ need to use “at-risk” funds to cover basic general education 
services, such as a principal, teachers, social workers, supplies, and other materials. Ideally, schools could 
cover their general education services with their enrollment-based funding, leaving them able to truly target 
additional resources to students who face the largest barriers to academic success via dollars from their 
targeted support funding allocation. However, given the fact that DCPS has given schools complete 
discretion over how they can allocate their “at-risk” dollars, DCFPI is unable to determine the extent to 
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which schools would need to use “at-risk” and other targeted funds to cover general education costs based 
on data that is available at this time.  
 

Enrollment Continues to Suffer at Elementary Schools and Schools East of the River 

Overall, DCPS is projected to lose nearly 1,000 students in FY 2023, bringing the sector’s enrollment to 
50,445 students. This represents a 2 percent decline over the system’s projected FY 2022 enrollment and 
follows a decade of consistent enrollment gains further disrupted by the pandemic. The Deputy Mayor for 
Education (DME), who projects public school student enrollment in the city, expects DCPS to see the 
largest enrollment declines in the earliest grades, which is consistent with enrollment trends nationwide.12 
The DME projects that elementary schools will lose more than 1,000 students between FYs 2022 and 2023  
(Table 1). Alternatively, the DME projects high school enrollment to grow with DCPS adding nearly 600  
students—an increase of almost 6 percent over FY 2022.   

 
Across wards, the DME projects enrollment to decline in every ward except Ward 5 (Table 2). These trends 
in enrollment reflect the ongoing challenges that the pandemic poses for many families. Some parents have 
opted to homeschool their children, some have utilized DC’s expansive charter and private school network 
and transitioned their students out of the traditional DCPS system, and some have moved out of the 
District entirely.13  
 

TABLE 1. 

Enrollment Declines Continue to Challenge Schools Serving the Youngest Students  

School Level 
Total Enrollment 

Increase/Decrease 

Total Enrollment 

Percent Change 

“At-Risk” Enrollment 

Increase/Decrease  

“At-Risk” Enrollment 

Percent Change 

Alternative**  -148 -10.8% * * 

Education Campus -30 -0.5% 65 2.1% 

Early Learning 

Center (ELC)** -7 -8.5% -19 -35.8% 

Elementary School -1082 -4.0% -519 -4.4% 

Middle School -258 -3.8% -150 -4.8% 

High School 567 5.8% 408 8.2% 

Note: *Alternative School “At-Risk” enrollment changes are identified with an asterisk because alternative students are not classified as “at-risk” 

and do not receive “at-risk” funding.  

** Large percent changes within the ELC and Alternative school levels are reflective of very small sample sizes. Only two schools are categorized 

as ELC: Military Road and Thaddeus Stevens. Only three are categorized as Alternative: Ballou STAY, Luke Moore, and Roosevelt STAY.  

Source: DCFPI analysis of FY 2022 and 2023 Projected Enrollment Data from DCPS’ Budget Visualization tool.  
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The DME projects that schools in Wards 7 and 8—DC’s Blackest and lowest income communities—will 
experience the largest enrollment declines. As enrollment is the main factor that drives a school’s budget, 
these declines could undermine the very schools that already struggle to meet the needs of their students. 
While DCPS’ enrollment methodology attempts to keep schools whole amid enrollment losses, 
opportunities remain to protect neighborhood schools from funding losses due to student population 
decline.14 For example, DCPS could explore the addition of a new weight for schools with below average 
enrollments, whose funding is more sensitive to enrollment fluctuations.  
 
Another major enrollment concern is a growing saturation of new charter schools, especially in Wards 5,7, 
and 8, without a proportionate growth in DC’s school-age population. This can lead to more families opting 
out of neighborhood schools and in turn, drive down DCPS enrollment. Although DCPS has experienced 
enrollment declines during the pandemic, DCPS enrollment steadily climbed in the decade prior.15 
Conversely, charter school enrollment has continued to climb both before and during the pandemic—in the 
District and nationwide.16 From FY 2020 to FY 2022, public charter school audited enrollment increased by 
1,658 students while DCPS audited enrollment declined by 1,538 students during this same period.17  
 
These enrollment trends are likely to continue as the Public Charter School Board has authority to open up 
to 10 new charter schools per year regardless of enrollment capacity needs.18 Considering DCPS schools in 
Wards 5, 7, and 8 only have about 50 percent of enrollment capacity due to school closures, charter growth 
without corresponding growth in the number of students will likely attract students away from DCPS 
neighborhood schools in these wards that have been historically underfunded. To protect against enrollment 
losses within DCPS, policymakers can require new charters to consider enrollment capacity needs and place 
a cap on the number of charter school openings, as many other states have done.19  

TABLE 2. 

Enrollment Declines Most Pronounced in Wards 7 and 8 

School Level 

Total Enrollment 

Increase/Decrease 

Total 

Enrollment 

Percent Change 

“At-Risk” 

Enrollment 

Increase/Decrease  

“At-Risk” Enrollment 

Percent Change 

Ward 1 -44 -0.8% -42 -1.6% 

Ward 2 -126 -3.5% -52 -6.0% 

Ward 3 -47 -0.6% 45 5.1% 

Ward 4 -124 -1.3% 388 10.3% 

Ward 5 130 2.8% 366 14.7% 

Ward 6 -57 -0.7% -4 -0.1% 

Ward 7 -309 -5.6% -188 -4.8% 

Ward 8 -388 -5.3% 92 1.7% 

Source:  DCFPI analysis of FY 2022 and 2023 Projected Enrollment Data from DCPS’ Budget Visualization tool. 
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Half of DCPS Schools Face Potential Funding Gaps in FY 2023 Compared with their ESSER-

Boosted Budgets of FY 2022 

As proposed, 58 of the 116 schools in DCPS would have FY 2023 budgets that are lower than their 
submitted budgets in FY 2022, which were buoyed by federal dollars. Many schools received large sums of 
one-time ESSER II and III funds in their FY 2022 submitted budgets to address the fallout of the health 
and economic crisis. But many schools are leveraging these funds this school year to pay for what seem to 
be recurring expenses, such as classroom aides, science teachers, and other general education positions, 
signaling true staffing needs that would otherwise have gone unmet. Consequently, some schools are facing 
a fiscal cliff and are likely having to forgo certain resources even with DCPS providing some schools 
stability funds in FY 2023. DCFPI has heard anecdotally that DCPS is allowing schools to request 
remaining ESSER funds to make up funding gaps, but DCPS has not publicly shared this information.  
 
Across all 58 schools, the average gap between schools’ FY 2023 initial budget and FY 2022 submitted 
budget is $242,193—the equivalent of two full-time teachers. While most of these schools are projected to 
experience enrollment declines, there are several schools for which the DME has not projected a decline 
and there are even a few schools that the DME has projected will gain students. Forty percent of the 
schools are in Wards 7 and 8 where the combination of historical and ongoing divestment in Black and low-
income communities and extreme housing unaffordability fuels persistent enrollment declines in 
neighborhood schools East of the Anacostia River (Figure 1). Another 21 percent of the schools are in  
Ward 4.  
 
Even for schools where enrollment is declining, that 
decline does not always result in a clear-cut change in 
staffing needs—other interlocking factors create 
complexity. For example, projected enrollment loss 
is often spread across grades, and relatedly, because 
the dollar loss in funding from enrollment declines is 
so great, schools can’t just trim around the edges. 
Instead, they are forced to cut whole positions within 
a specific grade level or cross-cutting roles that serve 
all students.  Another, longer-term factor is DCPS’ 
ongoing failure to fund general school operations 
and staffing adequately and equitably. Federal relief 
dollars were never supposed to permanently make 
school budgets whole. Many schools have relied on 
these funds in the last two budget cycles to maintain 
their staffing levels from prior years and still DCPS 
and the Mayor missed an opportunity with the new 
school budget model to align local dollar investments 
with how much schools truly need to sustain their 
investments moving forward. 
 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1. 
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Three out of Five School Budgets Would Not Keep Up with Real Costs 

Seventy-three schools have FY 2023 initial budgets that would not keep up with FY 2023 costs—a 
combination of staffing costs which DCPS itself itemizes and non-personnel services that DCFPI adjusted 
for inflation. Schools with budgets that would not keep up with FY 2023 costs and inflation are 
concentrated in Wards 4, 6, 7, and 8, although there are schools in every ward that have FY 2023 initial 
budgets that would not keep up (Figure 2). The average gap across the 73 schools is nearly $270,000. 
 
In FY 2023, DCPS is budgeting a 1 percent increase in the 
average teacher cost, while budgeting smaller and larger 
increases for other positions. Non-personnel services 
(NPS) costs are increasing at varying rates, with one rate 
being as high as 10 percent. DCFPI applied a FY 2023 
projected inflation rate of 2.29 percent increase for any 
NPS cost where DCPS did not provide information.20  
 
The Mayor and DCPS assumed a 3 percent increase for 
NPS costs, but DCFPI did not receive information about 
the assumptions the Mayor and DCPS used for budgeting 
FY 2023 personnel services costs. Despite the NPS 
adjustment, two-thirds of schools’ FY 2023 initial budgets 
would still not allow schools to maintain the staffing levels 
and NPS allocations that they received in FY 2022, adjusted 
for real costs and inflation. This is an ongoing issue that 
policymakers have failed to address budget after budget. 
DCFPI and other advocates have repeatedly highlighted 
how bad budgeting practices, such as the Chief Financial 
Officer’s failure to prepare a Current Services Funding 
Level budget for DCPS and the public charters and the 
Mayor basing her proposed increases to the UPSFF on the 
District’s revenue and other local priorities instead of actual 
costs to operate the two systems, undermine policymakers’ 
ability to adequately fund school budgets.21 Furthermore, DCPS’ own failure to fund schools adequately and 
equitably through its budgeting models over the years has harmed Black and brown students, families, and 
schools in Wards 7 and 8.22   
 

Policymakers Should Adopt Multi-Layered Approach to Right-size DCPS Budgets 

With its new budget model, DCPS has taken steps toward equity, transparency, and sustainability—
outcomes the school system has listed as key goals of the model. However, the pandemic has further 
uncovered how the District’s longstanding inadequate funding of DCPS and DCPS’ inequitable funding of 
schools has harmed DC students, families, and educators.   
 
With the pandemic still presenting unprecedented challenges to students, especially Black and brown 
students and students from families with low incomes, right-sizing DCPS budgets is essential. DCPS’ new 
budget model answers some questions but leaves many more unanswered. Absent DCPS sharing schools’ 

FIGURE 2. 
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FY 2023 submitted budgets when the Mayor releases her budget proposal, the public can only make a best 
guess at how public schools would actually fare under the new budget model.  
 
DC policymakers should embrace a combination of immediate and longer-term policies that ensures both 
funding adequacy and equity. DCFPI recommends that the Mayor, Council, and top education officials: 

• Ensure that schools have enough local, recurring dollars to cover rising costs in FY 2023. 

• Transparently provide additional ESSER funds to allow schools to invest in targeted resources that 
help boost the academic outcomes of Black and brown students and students from families with low 
incomes. 

• Ensure that schools do not lose staff positions in a manner that is disproportionate to grade level 
projected enrollment declines. 

• Add a small school supplemental weight to DCPS’ new budgeting model to ensure that schools with 
declining enrollment can afford general education services without having to supplant “at-risk” 
funds. 

• Create and enforce a District-wide education vision that protects enrollment in neighborhood 
schools in all eight wards.  
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