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Executive Summary

Understanding how public school districts are spending education dollars is essential for
ensuring Connecticut’s investments in K-12 education are transparent, equitable, and
effective. The most recent expenditure data released by the Connecticut State
Department of Education (CSDE) offers an opportunity to examine how dollars were
spent by Connecticut’s public school districts during the 2024-25 school year, and how
education spending has evolved over the last five years. In total, 191 school districts
reported a combined $11.7 billion in spending for the 2024-25 school year that supported
roughly 520,000 students across the state.!A

This briefing examines how funding has evolved since 2021, a period that was shaped by
unprecedented federal funding in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. At the same
time, rising inflation greatly impacted the purchasing power of those federal dollars,
adding complexity to the picture of year-to-year expenditures.B With this context as a
backdrop, this analysis explores how spending has changed over the last five years,
breaks down expenditures by function and object, and highlights key trends in spending
for special education services and tuition.

Key Findings

e Overall spending increased but did not keep up with inflation. While district
expenditures increased by $1.6 billion (16.2%) from 2021 to 2025, when adjusting for
inflation spending actually declined by $262 million (2.2%).

e Per-student expenditures remained flat despite greater student need. Although
per-student, inflation-adjusted spending decreased by 0.8%, the percentage of
high-needsC students increased by 6.4% — rising to a historic high of 56% overall for
the 2024-25 school year.

o Disparities by district type remain and have widened. Lower-need, higher-wealth,
and more rural communities consistently spent more per-student than urban,
higher-need districts. When considering the recent loss of COVID-relief funds, this
gap is at risk of increasing.

A This analysis does not include districts that did not have spending data available for fiscal years 2021, 2024, or 2025. This
includes Regional School District 20, Goodwin University Educational Services (GUES), Edmonds Cofield Preparatory
Academy for Young Men, Stamford Big Picture Learning Academy, and the Connecticut Technical Education and Career
System. The analysis includes students enrolled in district schools plus outplaced pupils per documentation from the CSDE.
8 For more information on inflation and the adjustments made to the expenditure data used in this analysis, please see
page 11 of the Appendix.

€ "High-needs" students refer to students who are classified as having at least one of the following needs: economically
disadvantaged students (as determined by qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch), multilingual learners, and students
with disabilities who are receiving special education services. These counts are based on the Public School Information
System (PSIS) October collection, which counts students who are actively enrolled in a school district on October 1.



Districts spent more on transportation and student supports, and less on instruction
and central office services. Over the past five years, per-pupil spending on
instruction and central office decreased by 4.2% and 2.6%, respectively, after
adjusting for inflation. Meanwhile, per-pupil fransportation spending grew 29.6%
and student support expenditures increased 4.8%.

o Per-student spending on most commodities and services® declined. While most
spending categories decreased from 2021 to 2025, after adjusting for inflation only
purchased services and other commodities and services increased.

e Purchased services made up more of district expenditures. Purchased services
increased by 17.4% since 2021 and now make up a larger portion of all
expenditures — growing from 12.3% to 14.5%.

o Tuition charged to districts grew at a faster rate for Connecticut’'s most
disadvantaged communities. Since 2021, tuition expenditures increased 5.8%
overall but are increasing more rapidly, and making up a larger portion of all
expenditures, for urban and higher-need districts.

¢ Special education spending continued to rise and make up a larger portion of
district expenditures. Over the past five years, special education spending rose
9.7% when adjusted for inflation and makes up 27.3% of total expenditures — a
nearly three percentage point increase.

o Salaries and benefits for special education teachers and staff was maintained
overall but decreased for high-need and low-wealth districts. From 2021 to 2025,
salaries and benefits increased by 1.5% after adjusting for inflation, but high-need
and low-wealth districts experienced decreases of upwards of 5%.

o All other special education expenditures increased, with transportation growing
the fastest. Spending in these categories rose substantially from 2021 to 2025, with
increases concentrated primarily in high-need, low-wealth, and urban districts.

b The Educational Financial System (EFS) categorizes expenditures as “Other” when those expenditures are not included
in the other object categories. The object categories include salaries, employee benefits, purchased services, tuition,
supplies, property, and other.
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Expenditures Over Time

Over the past five years, Connecticut public school district expenditures have increased
by $1.6 billion, a 16.2% increase. However, when adjusting for inflation, total spending has
actually declined by 2.2% — highlighting how increased investments in K-12 education
have not kept pace with inflation. As shown in Figure 1 below, inflation-adjusted
expenditures have remained relatively flat compared to actual expenditures, which
shows an increase over time.

Figure 1: District Expenditures (2025-Inflation Adjusted and Actuals), 2021 to 202523
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As total inflation-adjusted spending declined, per-student expenditures also declined,
though at a slower rate of 0.8% from 2021 to 2025 as a result of decreased student
enrollment over the same fime period.F It is important to note that while per-student
expenditures have remained relatively constant, the needs of students have increased,
requiring greater investments for higher-need students to achieve at similar levels to their
lower-need peers.F Table 1 on the following page details statewide district trends of total
spending, enrollment, and student needs from 2021 to 2025.

E Student counts are based on the Education Financial System reporting system, which counts the number of students to
which an expenditure applies to using October 1 pupil data.

F Duncombe & Yinger (2005) note: “Both scholars and policy makers have recognized that it costs more to achieve any
given level of student performance when the students are disadvantaged than when they are not” (p. 513). For multilingual
learners, GAndara & Rumburger (2008) conclude: “English Learners and other linguistic minority students, do require
additional resources, above and beyond those of all other students” (p. 145).

Duncombe, W.D., & Yinger, J. (2005). How Much More Does a Disadvantaged Student Cost? Economics of Education
Review, 24(5), 513-532.

Gdndara, P., & Rumberger, R.W. (2008). Defining an Adequate Education for English Learners. Education Finance and
Policy, 3(1), 130-148.
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Table 1: District Spending and Enroliment Trends Over Time (2025-Adjusted Dollars)

Category 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
Total Expenditures
(in Billions)+5 $12.0 $11.7 $11.7 $11.8 $11.7
Student Countsé 528,247 527,051 526,896 525,885 521,012
High-Needs 52.0% 51.1% 53.1% 54.8% 56.0%
Percentage’
Per-Student
Spending®? $22,721 $22,184 $22,179 $22,466 $22,533

Spending also varied based on district characteristics. While alll
district types examined experienced a decrease in per-student
spending, the per-student spending for higher-need and more
urban communities decreased at a slower rate over the 5-year
period when compared to lower-need and more rural
communities. However, lower-need, higher-wealth, and more rural
communities have consistently spent more per student than urban,
higher-need districts. Table 2 below details the change in per-
student expenditures by different district types.

Find out how
Connecticut's
education
finance system
and segregated
school districts
have resulted in
spending
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Table 2: Change in Per-Student Spending by District Type (2025-Adjusted Dollars)0.1

Per-Student Expenditures

District Type® 2021 2025

Low-Need Districts $24,958 $24,526 -$432 -1.7%
High-Need Districts $21,351 $21,261 -$90 -0.4%
Low-Wealth DistrictsH $20,638 $20,072 -$565 -2.7%
High-Wealth Districts $25,384 $25,218 -$166 -0.7%
Rural Districts $24,725 $24,244 -$481 -1.9%
City Districts $21,104 $21,069 -$34 -0.2%

G For the purposes of this analysis, districts were grouped into different classifications based on high-needs percentages,
equalized net grand list per capita, and locale codes. Districts identified as Low-Need and High-Need were districts found
in the first and fourth quartile of all districts based on the percentage of students classified as being “high-needs.” Districts
identified as Low-Wealth and High-Wealth were districts found in the first and fourth quartile of all districts based on the
equalized net grant list per capita of the corresponding town for the school district. Regional Educational Service Centers
(RESCs) were excluded from the level of wealth analysis. Districts identified as rural or urban were districts that had rural or
city as their locale code, respectively, as determined by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).

H The per-student expenditures for low-wealth districts decreased at a faster rate than for high-need and more urban
communities due to the exclusion of the RESCs. The inclusion of RESCs in the high-needs percentage and locale code
analyses resulted in less impactful decreases to the per-student expenditures. RESCs historically have had higher per-
student expenditures than other high-need districts, which has skewed the changes in per-student expenditures over time.
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This trend is primarily driven by Connecticut’s overreliance on local
property taxes to fund public education, where property rich
communities can generate greater revenue for their public schools
than economically disadvantaged municipalities.

From 2021 to 2025, combined funding from local and state revenue,
as well as from tuition and other sources, increased, while funding
from federal revenue decreased. However, when adjusting for
inflation, funding from local, state, and federal sources decreased,
with federal funding declining the most (19.1%) due to the
elimination of COVID-19 relief funds. After adjusting for inflation, only
funding from tuition and other sources increased over the five-year
period.

Learn more
aboutf the role
of property
taxes in
education

funding

This indicates that funding from these sources has not kept pace with growing inflation.
Taken together with the recent expiration of federal pandemic relief funds, Connecticut
districts face severe funding shortfalls requiring districts to make difficult budget choices.
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Expenditures by Function!

Over 80% of spending by Connecticut's school districts is dedicated to instruction,
fransportation, student support services, and central office services. Over the past five
years, per-student spending (adjusted for inflation) on instruction and central office
services has decreased, while per-student spending on transportation and student
support services has increased. Figure 2 below shows how spending for each function
changed between 2021 and 2025.

Figure 2: Per-Student Expenditures by Function, 2021 vs. 2025 (2025-Adjusted Dollars)'213
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e From 2021 to 2025, per-student spending on instruction, which represents over 60%
of total district expenditures, declined by 4.2% after adjusting for inflation.

¢ While total spending on student support services! increased statewide over the
last five years, per-pupil spending decreased statewide from 2024 to 2025, with
greater declines concentrated in high-need, low-wealth, and urban districts.
Wealthy, lower-need districts saw per-student spending on support services
increase.

e Districts saw an increase of 29.6% in fransportation spending per student from 2021
to 2025, with the highest-need districts experiencing the steepest increases.

I For detailed descriptions of expenditure functions, please visit https://edsight.ct.gov/relatedreports/ReportNotes_PerPupil
ExpenditurebyFunctionDistrict.pdf.

J “Student support services” refers to the sum of “Support services — students” and “Support services — instruction” as
collected by the CSDE. Examples of expenditures under this category include guidance, social and health services, and
activities assisting instructional staff in providing learning experiences for students. These two types of support services were
grouped together due to their proximity to direct student learning. Other types of support services that were excluded
from this figure include “Support services — school-based administration,” which refers to activities related to administration
and operations, and “Support services — general administration,” which refers to activities of the board of education and
superintendent’s  office. For more information, please visit https://edsight.ct.gov/relatedreports/ReportNotes_
PerPupilExpenditurebyFunctionDistrict.pdf.
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¢ While spending on central office services has generally decreased over the last
five years, low-wealth districts saw a 16.1% decrease in per-student spending for
this function, while high-wealth districts saw an increase of 8.5%.
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Expenditures by Objectk

Spending on salaries, employee benefits, purchased services, and tuition accounted for
roughly 95% of districts’ expenditures for the 2024-25 school year. However, with rising
costs, the end of federal COVID-19 funding support, and limited revenue growth, school
districts across the state are facing tough decisions and changing their spending habits.
While spending increased in most categories over the last five years, only purchased
services and tuition increased after adjusting for inflation, while spending on salaries and
employee benefits decreased. These changes highlight the shifting composition of
district spending, as districts respond to ongoing fiscal pressures. Figure 3 below breaks
down per-student expenditures by their object categories for 2021 and 2025.

Figure 3: Per-Student Expenditures by Objects, 2021 vs. 2025 (2025-Adjusted Dollars)4.15
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¢ Inflation-adjusted spending on salary and employee benefits

have declined since 2021 (by 3.9% and 6%, respectively),

indicating that spending on teachers and staff has not kept Learn more

pace with inflation. about district

staffing levels

¢ Compared to 2021, purchased services accounted for a and compare

larger share of district spending in 2025, not only increasing by across

15.8% — the largest growth rates among the categories — but communities

also rising from 12.5% to 14.5% of total expenditures.

¢ Inflation-adjusted spending on property and supplies are the two categories that
had the most significant declines since 2021 (by 32.3% and 15.5%, respectively).
This is likely related to the end of federal pandemic financial support that many
districts used to carry out building improvements and purchase supplies to
mitigate the spread of COVID-19.

K For detailed descriptions of expenditure objects, please visit https://edsight.ct.gov/relatedreports/ReportNotes_PerPupil
ExpenditurebyObjectDistrict.pdf.
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Tuition payments increased by 5.8% across all districts since 2021 but increased at
a faster rate in urban and higher-need communities, where tuition costs also
account for a larger share of overall expenditures. For example, over the last five
years, city and suburban districts have increased tuition spending by 7.4% and
10%, respectively, compared to town and rural districts that have decreased
tuition spending by roughly 1.4% and 8.6%, respectively.
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Special Education

Total special education spending increased from $2.5 billion to $3.2 billion over the last
five years — an increase of 30.3%. In inflation-adjusted dollars, total spending on special
education services has increased by 9.7% overall, despite a decrease in total inflation-
adjusted expenditures. As a result, special education expenditures have accounted for
a growing share of total expenditures, rising from 24.5% in 2021 to 27.3% in 2025.

While spending on special education salaries and benefits has increased modestly,
special education-related spending on transportation, purchased services other than
transportation, and tuition have all seen large increases — adding to the increasing
pressure on districts to adequately support students with disabilities among growing costs.
Figure 4 below shows how district special education spending across the state has
changed in these four categories since 2021.

Figure 4: Special Education Spending by Category (2025-Adjusted Dollars)é.17.t
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e Although special education teacher and staff salaries and benefits have
increased statewide since 2021, this is notf frue for all district types. Urban, low-
wealth districts have seen expenditures on salaries and benefits decline, while
high-wealth and suburban districts have seen the largest increases.

e District spending on special education transportation increased by 59.9% from
2021 to 2025, while also accounting for a larger share of total special education

L The salaries and benefits shown in Figure 4 includes teacher salaries, instructional aide salaries, other salaries, and
employee benefits. Additionally, Figure 4 excludes the following spending categories: property services, supplies,
equipment, and all other expenditures. For detailed descriptions of expenditure categories, please visit
https://edsight.ct.gov/relatedreports/ReportNotes_SpecialEducationExpenditures.pdf.
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expenditures, increasing from 6.3% of total spending to 9.2%. This frend was more
pronounced in high-need, low-wealth, and urban districts.

Since 2021, inflation-adjusted spending on purchased services other than
transportation rose 28.8%. A maijority of this increase was the result of increased
spending by city districts, who historically dedicated less of total special education
expenditures on purchased services other than transportation.

Tuition charged to districts for special education services — accounting for
approximately 23.4% of total special education expenditures in 2025 — was up
13.8% across the state since 2021. This increase was more significant in suburban
and city districts, as special education tuition expenditures for rural and tfown
districts increased at a lower rate.
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Tuition for Students Educated Outside of Resident Districts

Tuition paid for students educated outside of their resident district is a rapidly growing
cost for districts. While inflation-adjusted total expenditures have declined from 2024 to
2025, expenditures on tuition have continued to grow. In this one-year period, inflation
adjusted tuition expenditures grew by $1.9 million (0.2%), despite (1) a reduction in the
number of students being educated in tuition settings and (2) the implementation of a
cap on general education tuition charged by public school choice programs.M

Increases in fuition were primarily driven by increased special education tuition, which
grew by $41.5 million (5.8%) from 2024 to 2025. This growth was significant enough to offset
the $35.7 million districts saved from the cap on general education tuition charged by
interdistrict magnet schools that was implemented beginning in FY 2025.N This offset masks
the significant fiscal pressure placed on districts by rapidly growing special education
tuition.

In addition to representing a growing pressure on districts, tuition is also a disproportionate
burden on low-wealth districts. For low-wealth districts, tuition accounted for 11.2% of
total expenditures in 2025, while in high-wealth communities, it accounted for just 5% of
total expenditures. This results in significant fiscal pressure on districts when funding does
not keep pace with inflation.

M During the 2023 and 2024 legislative sessions, the Connecticut General Assembly passed legislation capping tuition for
magnet schools and AgriScience programs to 58% of the amount charged per-student in FY 2024, resulting in savings to
districts with resident students participating in these choice programs.

Conn. Acts 23-204 and Conn. Acts 24-81

N Districts also experienced modest savings from the cap placed on general education tuition paid to Agricultural Service
and Technology Centers (ASTE), however, state reporting of fuition data does not report ASTE tuition separately from other
programs.
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Appendix: Inflation and Adjustments

To ensure expenditures are comparable across multiple years, all dollar values in this
analysis have been adjusted for inflation. Inflation refers to the rise in prices over time,
which reduces the purchasing power of money. In the context of education spending,
inflation means that a dollar spentin 2021 does not have the same value as a dollar spent
in 2025. This becomes especially important when comparing funding across multiple
years.

Inflation is commonly measured by the Consumer Price Index (CPI) published by the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics, which reflects the changes in prices for goods and services
commonly purchased by households. For the purposes of this analysis, CPl data was
collected from the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis.

In this analysis, inflation-adjusted dollar amounts were calculated by multiplying the
actual dollar amount by the ratio of the CPI in 2025 compared to the CPI in the
comparison year. This ensures that year-to-year comparisons reflect more accurate
changes in investments rather than changes driven by inflation alone.

For example, when calculating the inflation-adjusted spending across all districts in 2021,
the actual dollar amount in 2021 is multiplied by the CPI ratio, as shown below.

Real Total 2021 2025 CPI Total 2021 Amount
Dollar Amount 322.0 Spent on Education
Spent on X - in 2025 Inflation-
Education in CT Adjusted Dollars
2021 CPI
$10,101,345,178 271.0 $12,002,115,695
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