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THE STATE OF THE BOSTON PUBLIC SCHOOLS
A Pessimistic Diagnosis By The Numbers

Part 1

SCHOOL FINANCES

The true costs of the Boston Public School system are higher than most people
realize from looking at the usual official figures, excessive by virtually every com-

parative measure. Including the prior-year deficit, federal and state grants, pensions
and debt service attributable to school purposes, school expenditures for the 1980-81
school year totaled $328.4 million. The average cost per pupil was just under $5,300
based on net average membership. Based on actual attendance, however, the cost per
pupil exceeded $6,400. School costs have increased almost four-fold since 1970 and,

when factored in constant dollars, have run well ahead of the pace of inflation.

Boston’s average cost per pupil ranks fifth highest of all school systems in

Massachusetts, according to the State Department of Education. A recent national
survey of 49 large-city public school systems also ranked Boston’s per pupil costs
fifth highest. Weak management and failure to exert fiscal controls in the School
Department have resulted in annual spending deficits totaling over $73 million since
1972. One positive financial trend in Boston over the past decade has been the emer-
gence of a more balanced mix of revenue sources to support public education. An
increase in state aid and state and federal grants cut the property tax share of total
school revenues by 25% from 1970 to 1980.

These are highlights of the first section of a new study done for the Bureau by
the Boston Urban Observatory of the University of Massachusetts. It is based on vari-
ous financial and educational indicators for Boston, along with comparisons with other
communities here and across the country. Three subsequent Special Reports will be
issued soon on school enrollment, staffing, facilities and pupil performance. The
full report will be released following the publication of the final summary report.

True Costs of Education in Boston Understated

The 1980-81 school operating cost figures for Boston understate by some $95
million the real expense of operating the system. During the 1980-81 school year,
expenditures reached an estimated total over $328 million. This aggregate figure
counts in federal and special state grants, principal and interest payments on city
debt incurred specifically for school purposes, and pension payments to former School
Department employees.

Based on that more comprehensive expenditure total and on net average membership
of 62,200, the average cost per pupil last year was just under $5,300. (Membership
is defined as the actual assignment of an enrolled pupil to classes or programs.) If
the estimated average daily attendance of 51,000 rather than membership is used as

the basis for calculations, the cost per pupil rose above $6,400. The cost per pupil
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in net average membership in the Boston public schools has increased almost four-fold
since 1970, from $1,096 to $5,280. The cost per pupil in average daily attendance has
increased more than five-fold, from $1,241 to $6,439.

Costs Have Tripled in Past Decade

During the 10-year period between 1969-70 and 1979-80, total school expenditures
almost tripled, escalating from $102.4 million to $294.9 million. The following table
shows the dollar and percentage increases for each major category of school expendi-
ture during this period. (Numbers in 000 's)

1969-70 1979-80 % Change
General Revenue Funds* $ 86,023 $204,380 +137.6%
Special Revenue Funds** 7,421 34,235 +361.3
Fixed Charges*** 8,912 56,273 +531.4

Total Current Dollars $102,356 $294,899 +188.1%

Total Constant Dollars $115,526 $159,960 + 38.5%

*Subject to statutory appropriations.
**Federal grants and special state grants, including school lunches.

***Debt service for school purposes and pension payments for retired
school personnel

.

The rise in school costs from 1969-70 to 1979-80 ran well ahead of the inflation
in the economy. In constant 1972 dollars, total school costs over the past 10 years
increased by 38%, while net average membership fell over 34,000, or 36%. In the same
period city-funded school operating costs increased substantially in all but one of the
eight major functional categories, even when corrected for inflation.

Per Pupil Expend.
Actual Expend. (In OOO's) in Constant Dollars
1969-70 1979-80 % Change 1969-70 1979-80 % Change

Administration $ 2,148 $ 4,621 115.1% $ 25.80 $ 38.99 51.1%
Instruction 63,265 142,481 125.2 759.72 1,201.97 58.2

Attend. ^ Health Serv. 2,101 2,715 29.2 25.23 22.90 (9.2)

Pupil Trans. 971 11,548 1 ,089.7 11.66 97.41 735.4

Plant Opr. § Maint

.

12,142 24,996 105.9 145.80 210.87 44.6
Employee Benefits 2,328 12,248 426.1 27.96 103.33 269.6
Food Services 2,673 8,897 232.8 32.10 75.06 133.8

Community Service 226 506 123.9 2.72 4.27 57.0

The increase in constant dollars per pupil exceeded 50% for both administration
and instruction. The high administrative costs reflect an excessive number of admin-

istrative staff. The rise in instructional expense was due partially to retention of
1970 staff levels despite reduced enrollment, but also due to federal court desegre-
gation orders and state mandated programs such as special and bilingual education.
Pupil transportation, directly affected by court-ordered desegregation, rose by over
700%. Plant operation and maintenance increased by 44% in constant dollars as a

consequence of excess schools and custodians and high fuel costs.

Boston's costs for school administration, plant operation and maintenance are out

of line when compared with other Massachusetts school systems. Of 56 cities and towns

in Massachusetts with public school net average membership over 5,000, Boston's per
pupil expenditure for administration ($118.28 in 1979-80) ranked second, behind that

of Cambridge. Boston's per pupil expenditure for plant operation and maintenance
($389.89 in 1979-80) ranked fourth, behind Cambridge, Newton and Quincy.



Boston Costs High in State, National Comparisons

Most recent data compiled by the State Department of Education show Boston
schools with an overall cost of $200.2 million for 1979-80, or an integrated operating
cost per pupil in net average membership of $3,070. (These figures do not include the

added local and intergovernmental expenses noted earlier, which translate into an

additional $1,500 in the cost per pupil in net average membership.) At that cost level

of $3,070 Boston ranked only behind Brookline ($3,071 per pupil). Concord ($3,544 per
pupil), Wellesley ($3,295 per pupil) and Weston ($3,319 per pupil). All of those have
equalized valuations (the state's estimate of the market value of the community's taxa-

ble property) per pupil and per capita income far in excess of Boston's indices of
ability to pay. According to the state's tabulations, Boston's average cost is 40%

higher than the statewide average cost of $2,200 per pupil. From 1969-70 to 1979-80,

the average cost per pupil for the entire state increased by 185%, from $772 to $2,200.
The average cost per pupil in Boston, however, increased by 248%, from $883 to $3,070,
the highest percentage increase of any school system over 5,000 pupils.

According to a recent survey conducted by the National School Boards Association
of 49 large-city public school systems, using data for 1977-78, Boston's operating
expenditures per pupil of $2,601 ranked fifth, behind San Francisco, Oakland, Pitts-
burgh and Denver, in that order. It should be noted, however, that the per pupil
figure for Boston was based on reported operating expenditures of $196.7 million and

a reported enrollment of 75,609 pupils. Not only do these figures underestimate
operating expenditures by some $10 million, but they completely omit obligations for

debt service and contributory pensions, which are usually included in the expenditures
for independent school districts.

School Spending: Beyond Both Ability to Pay and Budgets

School spending over the past decade has grown faster than the (two critical
measurements of the city's ability to pay cited above- -personal income and equalized
valuations. Between 1970 and 1979 school expenditures increased by 175%. During that
same time the city's personal income increased from $4.7 billion to $7.7 billion, or
by only 64%. The city's equalized valuations increased from $2.1 billion to $5.1 bil-
lion or 140%. This increase is somewhat inflated since the 1970 equalized valuation
figure was artificially low. Updated revisions of U.S. Bureau of the Census ratios
of assessed values to market values indicate that the market value of taxable property
in Boston rose slightly less than 80% from 1970 to 1979.

One of the serious consequences of the failure of the School Committee to exert
fiscal controls and to tailor management decisions to the new realities of school de-
segregation, declining enrollments and a shrinking school system has been a decade of
annual appropriation deficits. These deficits have reached a cumulative total of
over $73 million since 1972. The school deficits in the last three years were $7.5
million in FY 1979, $9 million in FY 1980 and $15.8 million in FY 1981. Traditionally
the School Committee had delayed making the painful decisions required to cope with
managing within limited resources.

School Revenue: More Reliance on State Aid

One of the more favorable trends of school finances in Boston during the past
decade has been emergence of a more balanced mix of intergovernmental revenue sources
to support public education. As a result of the growth in state aid and state and
federal grants in the last ten years, state and federal revenues accounted for 57% of
total school revenues in 1980 as compared with 44% in 1970.

During the last decade those revenues which affect the tax rate have continued
to provide over 90% of total school revenue with state and federal grants continuing
to provide the same share of the balance. The most significant trend has been the



(Numbers in 000 's)

T969-70 1979-80
Revenue % of Revenue % of

Source Amount Total Amount Total
Tax Rate Revenue

Tax Levy $ 56,490 52.4 $110,500 39.3
Departmental 3,573 3.3 10,468 3.7
State Aid 38,905 36.1 136,581 48.6

Sub Total $ 98,968 91.8 $257,549 91.6
Special State and
Other Grants $ 101 .1 $ 5,440 1.9

Federal Grants and
Contracts $ 8,667 8.0 $ 18,109 6.4

GRAND TOTAL $107,736 100.0 $281,098 100.0

jump in state aid for education, which increased from 36% of total school revenue in

1970 to 48% in 1980. Consequently, the share of property tax revenue for school costs
decreased from 52% in 1970 to 39% in 1980. However, the increase in state aid was not
sufficient to offset the dramatic upward trend in school spending levels. Even though
the property tax levy's share of school costs declined, the school tax rate appropria-
tion roughly doubled, from $56.5 million in 1970 to $110.5 million in 1980. Property
tax revenue per average pupil membership almost tripled in the last 10 years.

Rising Costs and Declining Enrollments

As touched on briefly in this report on finances, the rising costs of the Boston
school system have come at a time of a rapidly declining student population--the end
of which is not yet in sight. Those enrollment and attendance figures, and the chang-

ing racial and ethnic nature of the school population, will be the subject of our next
Special Report.

Harry M. Durning, Executive Director
Samuel R. Tyler, Associate Executive Director
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