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Funding Formula Implementation Profile: Denver Public Schools 
 

Interviewee Information:  
Charles Carpenter, Executive Director in Finance Office 
 
Background: District-run schools are allocated funds for each student based on a weighted student formula 
called the “Student-Based Budget” (SBB). SBB provides a base per-pupil funding amount for all students and 
then additional weights based on student demographics, such as English language learners, students in 
poverty, and students designated as gifted and talented. School leadership teams determine how to spend 
their funds to best meet their students’ educational needs by developing unique academic programs and 
staffing plans. Funds are sourced from the Denver Public Schools (DPS) general fund, federal and state grants, 
Colorado Preschool Program grants, and mill levy funds. 
 
The SBB was first implemented in the 2008–2009 school year. Each year, DPS works to improve the formula  
with the help of informal advice from principal focus groups, although it has largely remained the same. Prior 
to 2008–09, DPS used a Resource FTE staffing model, which increased funding in steps in accordance with how 
many full classrooms of students there were in each school.  
 
Intent: The primary goal of the SBB was to increase autonomy for school principals, eliminate the rigid 
financial cliffs with the Resource FTE model, and align the resources provided to the school with the way in 
which the funding is distributed from the state. This new model increased the fiscal responsibilities of school 
leaders, increased the financial significance of each student who joins a school community, and increased 
flexibility in staffing for schools.  
 
Overtime, the SBB allowed for more equitable distributions of funds as well. During the first three years of 
implementation, there was a hold harmless provision for small schools, which was eventually phased out. 
Initially, the change in funding structure was difficult for schools, as only a small fraction of the total budget 
was new money infused into the system. However, as new money became available, the SBB allowed DPS to 
direct new funds to specific categories of students most in need by increasing specific weights.  
 
Support and Training for School Leaders: To aid in the transition and support principals with their new budget 
autonomy, the DPS budget office increased the number of financial analysts and ensured that each analyst had 
a caseload of about 20 principals to whom they would give direct support. Additionally, DPS held many 
trainings and in-person events to support school staff to make the transition. These included opportunities to 
highlight ways in which principal colleagues were spending innovatively. Budget analysts continue to support 
principals through the budgeting process and in analyzing expenditures, with specific support given to those 
who spend the most and the least of their allocated funds within the district each year.  
 
Reporting: Each principal works with their senior financial analyst from the district to complete budget forms 
in Excel worksheets each January based on projected enrollments. The principal can then update those 
numbers throughout the spring as they see fit. They then resubmit the budgets in accordance with the actual 
student count in September.  
 
Schools continually update their expenditure data through a financial ledger and human resources system, 
known as Infor Lawson®, and the district collects a monthly report on these data. Procurement flows through 
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the Lawson system and connects with Infor for staffing data. Expenditures are coded according to the state’s 
very specific chart of accounts. The district requires a line item for every staff member and general categories 
of supplies and other expenses. The Infor Lawson system has internal controls that validate the data as it is 
submitted. Final expenditure reports are due to DPS in June.  
 
Monitoring: While DPS collects budget and expenditure data, there is no consequence if the expenditures in 
one category exceed the budgeted amount, as long as the total budget is not exceeded. Further, DPS does not 
prescribe how funds are used once they are allocated to the school. In other words, there are no 
“categoricals,” and no funding — whether it is from a weight or the base — retains its identity once it reaches 
the schoolhouse. However, schools are required to adhere to minimum staffing requirements for specific 
services such as mental health, special education, art, physical education, and concurrent enrollment. 
Additionally, Denver has a 10% cap on the amount of funds that schools can retain in the subsequent year if all 
funding is not used.   
 
DPS publishes per-pupil expenditure data for each school annually, with detail about expenditures per 
category of student and central administrative costs per student. Allocation breakdowns are also published 
annually.  
 
Measuring Success: While DPS does not study how student outcomes may or may not be directly correlated 
with funding allocations, there are some indications that the SBB strategy has had the desired effect. 
Differentiated staffing models demonstrate that principals are utilizing the autonomy inherent in SBB. There is 
anecdotal evidence that principals are honoring each student more equally and creating a more welcoming 
environment — mostly seen through recruitment and retention efforts in a district with city-wide school 
choice. Lastly, schools with the highest concentration of poverty (80–100%) are receiving 50% more funding 
per pupil than schools with the lowest concentration of poverty (1–20%).  
 
Lessons Learned/Advice: Autonomy is not an end in and of itself in Denver. School-level autonomy is a 
strategy combined with other strategies to produce desired outcomes. While the majority of principals like the 
increase in control, they also have had to gain more skill and take more time to manage their finances and to 
communicate their financial and programmatic choices to the public. DPS has learned that they need to 
support schools with both the logistics of financial control and communication strategies.  
 
Further, some in the district argue that the SBB system is too complicated and that principals are not trained or 
have capacity to take on this type of financial oversight. For this reason, DPS believes it is imperative to have 
enough district-level capacity to provide the necessary training and supports for school leaders to be 
successful under a new funding mechanism.  
 
Finally, DPS recommends considering desired changes to student outcomes in determining how to deploy 
newly available education resources or making any changes to existing funding formulas.  
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Appendix: School Budgets Report Sample (https://drive.google.com/file/d/14rpLA0WwUFpqHAOokKxhjJpGNUrZoVXT/view) 
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