

Principles and Alternatives
The final section of the report will focus on the underlying principles of any student count system and the interrelationship for distribution of state aid and a range of options or recommendations that could be forwarded for additional evaluation or for implementation.  The principles and alternative options or recommendations have been generated based on the district input, other state reviews, other state interviews, data analysis and advisory committee input.

Principles

A number of principles came out as part of the work that we believe should be included in any student count used in Colorado for school funding.  The principles come not just from the work done for the study but also from the meetings with the advisory committee.  These principles do not just apply if a change is made but should be considered if there is no change to the current student count.
· Changes to the counting method should not result in decreased K-12 funding in the state.

· Any student count should limit the administrative burden on both the state and districts/charters.

·  Changes to the counting method should be phased in over time.

·  Districts should be held harmless for funding for some period of time if changes to the counting method are adopted.

· Changes to the counting method should be fair and equitable.

· Changes to the counting method should be neutral in terms of the delivery of educational services.

Our interviews with other states and Colorado school administrators also suggest that:

· Common definitions should be created at the state level for attendance and membership(enrollment).  There may need to be a statewide membership form/process to facilitate consistency across the state.

· A strong student information system should be in place.  Ideally, this system would allow the CDE to pull the data needed from districts versus the districts pushing data up to the CDE.

· Growth and decline should be addressed as part of the formula if not addressed in the count.

As the alternative recommendations are discussed below, it should be assumed that any implementation of a student count system would adhere to the above principles.
Alternative Recommendations

The alternative recommendations focus on the three distinct areas of any funding system: 1) the type of count – attendance vs. membership; 2) the frequency of the count; and 3) how the count is used within the funding system.  First described is the range of possibilities we believe exist within each of the three categories, shown in Table X, and then lay out five alternatives that could be considered.

	Table X

	Range of Possibilities

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Current
	 
	Range

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Type of Count 
	Attendance
	 
	Attendance or Membership

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Frequency of Count
	Single Day
	 
	Single Day to Daily

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Use In Funding
	 
	 
	 

	-  Year Used
	Current Year
	 
	Prior Year to Current Year

	 - Reconciliation of   Funding
	No Reconciliation
	 
	No Reconciliation to Full Reconciliation


The type of student counts used by states are usually an attendance count or a membership count.  Colorado currently uses an attendance count, focusing on the number of students attending schools on the day of the count, or window of time.  The “pros” of an attendance count seem to be its focus on getting kids into school which could lead to higher attendance, depending on how often the count is taken.  The “cons” of using an attendance count include the districts lack of control over some attendance issues, such as illness.  It appears in the case of single day attendance counts the high stakes nature of getting kids into seats on a particular day, or within a particular window of days.  It appears in the case of Colorado, this leads to the interesting occurrence of districts having a higher number of students in seats during the attendance window than they generally have in membership during the rest of the year.   Typically membership figures are higher than attendance figures.
One of the main “pros” of using membership include funding districts/charters for the students they are responsible to educate, not just those that attend class on a particular day or window of time.  In effect, membership funds districts at the level they would need if every student showed up on a particular day.  “Cons” of membership possibly include districts not having a fiscal incentive to encourage or monitor the attendance of students as closely as possible.  Districts may also not have an incentive to eliminate students from the membership rolls of the district in a timely manner.

Attendance and membership are the two main ways to count students.  They can be used in conjunction with each other and the application of the ways in which they are used can greatly differ based on the frequency of counting students.

The frequency with which states count students for funding purposes ranges from a single day count, such as Colorado’s, to daily counts used in states such as Minnesota.  A single day count may create a high stakes count that encourages districts to identify every possible student, whether or not it is feasible to continue serving that student, since all funding is tied to this single count.  However, the single count does limit districts/charters and states to only undertaking a count once a year.  Multiple count dates increase the number of times districts/charters and states have to count students but allow for the examination of attendance or membership trends over a period of time.  Multiple counts may alleviate the very high stakes of a single day count but also may increase the number of high stakes count days during the year.  Using some sort of “daily” count, the number of days states use ranges from 40 days up to every school day, increases the data points districts/charters and states have to account for.  It may be that the larger number of days decreases the high stakes nature of each count and leads to a more systematic reporting for each data point.  It provides the state with data on the attendance or membership trends for districts/charters at a much finer level of detail.  

Once the type of count and frequency of count have been determined the state must apply the counts to the state funding system.  States can choose to use a prior year’s count to fund districts in the current school year or use current year count information to fund a school year.  Prior year counts allow for more stable planning since districts are working with known numbers going into a school year.  In our interviews, it was mentioned that at least one legislature liked having the finalized figures.  It allowed them to have more certainty in budgeting at the state level.  However, prior year counts do not account for district/charter changes in enrollment that may be faced in the current school year.  Current counts allow states to more accurately fund the number of students districts actually serve in any given year.  Since final counts are not known until the end of the school year, the state and districts are funding based on estimates for at least part of the year when using current year counts.  It was communicated during the interviews that districts in Colorado have become adept at projecting these figures since the state uses current year counts for funding, this is reflected in the supplemental process for the legislature and adjustments can be made.

States also must decide if they will use one count to fund or if they will use one count for initial funding and then use an updated count to reconcile funding at a later date reflecting any changes in the count.  Two of the states we interviewed made no funding reconciliation based on changes in student count over the year.  (Beyond some adjustments for growing districts.)  Both states use prior year counts for funding.  South Dakota uses a single day count, while Arizona currently uses an ADM count and will be switching to multiple count days.  By not reconciling district funding for updated student counts, districts/charters can count on stable funding throughout the school year to support the costs of staff and other activities they believe will be needed to serve students.  Holding back a percentage of funding (as is the case in Minnesota) in case student counts come in lower than projected is not necessary.  Still, it could leave some districts/charters with funding for students they didn’t serve and other districts/charters without funding for students they are serving. 

The other two states, Minnesota and Nebraska, both reconcile funding based on updated student count information.  Minnesota uses a current year projected ADM to begin the funding year and then reconciles funding based on actual ADM at the beginning of the next funding year.  Nebraska uses a prior year single day count to project funding and then reconciles the funding based on the actual ADM from the prior year.  One point made frequently by districts and states is that it is very difficult for districts/charters to change staffing levels mid-year, once staff are hired the costs are relatively fixed.  This means that even if a district/charter is no longer serving a particular student, its costs for serving that student have been locked in through the rest of the school year.  Along those lines, it was mentioned frequently that losing one student reduces the cost to the district/charter very little if at all.  The inverse may be true for a district gaining students, very few new costs may be incurred with the addition of just one student.  
One concept that is currently used as part of funding in Arizona is to reconcile for funding only for districts/charters whose ADM is significantly higher than their ADA.  Arizona currently decreases funding for districts/charters whose enrollment rate (ADM) exceeds its attendance rate (ADA) by more than 6% (8.5% for high school districts).  We suggest that one option for reconciliation may be to take this concept and expand it to only targeted districts that are far outside the norm.  One possibility is to target district that are 2 or even 3 standard deviations away from the mean.  That is, districts that have significant decreases in student count over time would be targeted for some sort of.  The state data, as discussed in the section earlier, suggests that most districts are similar in the percent of difference between the single day count and averaged count.  This could result in targeting districts with unusual changes up or down.  As we discuss reconciling funding in regards to the alternatives below, a decision would have to be made how to reconcile the funding.  Just take money from districts/charters that are shrinking, rerun the whole system with the new funding counts, or this third approach of simply reconciling for districts with very high student count change.
Table X on the next page shows the parameters for five alternative options or recommendations that are discussed below.  Alternative 1 is simple staying with Colorado’s current model and incorporating the principles described above as best as possible.  Alternative 5 is a model that incorporates parameters that are very different from Colorado’s current model.  The three alternatives between current law and Alternative 5 represent incremental steps from the current Colorado model.  For some parameters in some models, the possible choices are listed versus one choice being given.  The five alternatives are not the only possible alternatives but we tried to create alternatives that allowed for the incorporation of a number of combinations of the possible parameters.
· Alternative 1 is Colorado’s current funding system.  Again, this system uses attendance, on a single day (though districts are given a window to prove attendance beyond the single day), and uses current year student counts as part of the funding formulas and does not reconcile for a decrease in enrollment but does allow for the legislature to increase funding based on larger than projected enrollment.
Advantages:

· All systems are in place and state and district staff are familiar with the process

· No potential implementation or additional administrative costs

· No funding shifts among districts

Disadvantages:

· No apparent financial incentive to maintain enrollment or attendance after count date occurs

· Less precision in funding districts and charters for the students they serve throughout the year

· Alternative 2 uses current data collections from the CDE to change the frequency to multiple counts.  The current October count could be combined with the safety and discipline and/or end of year counts to provide two or three annual student counts.  It could continue to rely on attendance or switch to membership for the type of count.  This alternative could use prior year counts or current year counts.  If prior year counts were used it would probably not be as important to reconcile funding.  One situation where reconciliation might be appropriate is if the end of year count can’t be used for initial funding, than when the end of year count is finalized, reconciliation may need to occur. If the current counts were used, reconciliation could be done during the year as new counts come in.  If the current counts were used, reconciliation could be done during the year as new counts come in, a single end of year reconciliation could be done, or reconciliation of funding for just the outlying districts/charters could be done.  Nevertheless, initial funding would have to be based on some sort of an estimate.

Advantages:

· Provides additional data point(s) later in the year of students being served

· If funding is adjusted based on later count(s), provides funding for students enrolled after the October count period

· May provide additional incentives to keep students enrolled or to enroll students not currently being served

· Relieves some of the pressure of identifying students and assuring attendance for the single October count date

Disadvantages:

· May increase administrative burdens on the state, districts and charter schools

· May cause further funding disruptions for districts loosing students after the October count, particularly if temporary hold harmless funding is not available

· Alternative 3 incorporates new dates into the system to create 4 or 5 count dates.  It might be possible to incorporate the current October count date, the safety and security information and the end of year information into this alternative and just add two new dates, or more new dates could be added. If this is adopted we suggest a switch to membership once the larger number of counts becomes incorporated.  This alternative could use prior year counts or current year counts.  If prior year counts were used it would probably not be as important to reconcile funding, though it could be done if an early count rather than  the end of year count was used for initial funding of the following year.  If the current counts were used, reconciliation could be done during the year as new counts come in, a single end of year reconciliation could be done, or reconciliation of funding for just the outlying districts/charters could be done.

Advantages and disadvantages similar to Alternative 2

· Alternative 4 incorporates two different types of counts into one alternative.  Much like the Nebraska system described earlier in the report, this system would use both the single date and average daily student counts.  The type of count would be a membership count.  Prior year or current year data could be used in this model.  The prior year funding might not need to be reconciled unless the single count is used as the starting point for funding.  Funding with current year counts could be reconciled during the year as new counts come in, a single end of year reconciliation could be done, or reconciliation of funding for just the outlying districts/charters could be done.
Advantages and disadvantages similar to Alternatives 2 and 3

· Alternative 5 completes the switch to a full ADM system, using an average daily count with membership as the type of count.  The reconciliation process options are very similar to alternatives 2, 3 and 4 and depend on if a prior year or current year count is used.
Advantages and disadvantages similar to Alternatives 2 – 4 with the addition of:

·  A full ADM count may require more significant upgrades to the student information systems of the state and districts, thus increasing implementation costs

· Greater count discrepancies from the current October count may occur in some districts, leading to larger decreases in funding 

	Table XX

	Alternative Recommendations

	 
	 
	Alternative 1 (Current Count)
	 
	Alternative 2 (Using Current Data)
	 
	Alternative 3 (New Count Dates)
	 
	Alternative 4 (Mix Single day with ADM)
	 
	Alternative 5 (ADM)

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Type of Count 
	 
	Attendance
	 
	Attendance or Membership
	 
	Membership
	 
	Membership
	 
	Membership

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Frequency of Count
	 
	Single Day
	 
	Multi Day Count Using October Count, Safety and Security Count, and End of Year Count
	 
	Multi Day Count Using a date in September/ October, November, January, and March (Perhaps incorporate EOY count)
	 
	Use Single Day count for initial funding and then reconcile with an average daily count
	 
	Average Daily 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Use In Funding
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	-  Year Used
	 
	Current Year
	 
	Current or Prior
	 
	Current or Prior
	 
	Current
	 
	Current or Prior

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 - Reconciliation 
	 
	No
	 
	If Current Year - Yes; If Prior Year - Yes or No
	 
	If Current Year - Yes, could adjust throughout year; If Prior Year - Yes or No
	 
	Yes, could adjust throughout year
	 
	If Current Year - Yes, could adjust throughout year; If Prior Year - Yes or No



