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Funding Formula Implementation Profile: Rhode Island 
 

Interviewee Information:  
Kristen Cole, Sr. Finance Officer for Resource Allocation & Management 
William Trimble, Associate Director, Office of Statewide Efficiencies 
 
Background: Rhode Island adopted its student-centered funding formula in 2009 and began 
implementing it in the 2011–2012 school year. Before this reform, the Rhode Island 
Department of Education (RIDE) was one of the only state departments of education in the 
nation without a state-level funding formula. Along with their application for the Race to the 
Top initiative, RIDE and state legislators set about creating a formula that would distribute the 
existing state funds more equitably and in accordance with student enrollment, student needs, 
and the capacity of local municipalities to fund their education system. The formula was 
validated by a team of Brown University education experts.   
 
State aid covers instructional expenditures only, such as instructional staff, instructional 
supplies, and leadership. Anything operational is intended to be funded locally. There is 
currently only one weight tied to student poverty, which is calculated by eligibility for free or 
reduced price lunches. There are several categorical programs — such as transportation, early 
childhood, career and technical education, special education, English learner services, and 
school safety officers — that are not included in the base amount. Categorical funding is subject 
to legislative appropriations and is therefore not guaranteed. 
 
Intent: RIDE’s transition to this funding formula was primarily fueled by the need for a more 
equitable distribution of funds. There were no hold harmless provisions or minimums included 
in the transition plan and it relied heavily on local municipalities adjusting their contribution to 
ensure adequacy. LEAs losing funds had 10 years to adjust their local contributions and LEAs 
gaining funds had 7 years. RIDE also prioritized the goal of maximum transparency when 
building their funding mechanisms. The allocations were based on average daily membership of 
each LEA, and their theory of action is that if the formula is tied to student data, money will go 
where it is most needed. All of the calculations and supporting data are explained on the RIDE 
website.  
 
Support and Training for School Leaders: Initially, RIDE focused its energy on explaining to 
various stakeholder groups how their allocation was calculated and what changes they could 
expect. The Commissioner at the time went in person to every LEA in the state to explain to 
each community how their funding amount was to be calculated. RIDE also provided training 
and updates to the RI Association of School Business Officers. RIDE staffing did not change once 
the funding formula was put in place, but staff continue to provide training annually to LEA 
business and data officials.  
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A variety of stakeholder groups played key roles throughout the initial development and 
implementation of the funding formula. 
 
Reporting: Student information is collected three times per year from each LEA — on June 30 
(end of year projections), October 1 (assess changes), and March 15 (final). While each LEA has 
its own student information system, all LEAs upload their data files into the e-RIDE student data 
management system. LEAs report final, audited expenditure and revenue data from the 
previous year to RIDE on or before December 31. Typically, the financial data files — in Excel or 
text file format — are emailed to RIDE staff or uploaded as attachments in e-RIDE. Expenditure 
data are coded in accordance with the state’s uniform chart of accounts (UCOA), which has an 
extensive instruction booklet and an accompanying 56-tab Excel template. The UCOA allows for 
expenditures to be reported at the schoolhouse level. RIDE has recently begun requiring budget 
projections from LEAs but does not yet have full compliance with this requirement.  
 
RIDE hired EdGate, a San Diego consulting firm, to run a series of checks on all of the financial 
data, with a particular focus on finding coding errors. Student information is validated internally 
with the system business process. LEAs receive a snapshot and a sampling of reports to sign off 
on.  
 
Monitoring: RIDE prioritizes transparency. As such, RIDE posts all of the allocation calculations, 
as well as all LEA expenditure and revenue data, publicly on its website. They also calculate and 
publish per-pupil expenditure data at the LEA and school level and offer ways to easily compare 
per-pupil expenditures of LEAs within the state. There are no minimum thresholds of per-pupil 
expenditures, nor maximum cash reserve requirements. RIDE has just started to create data 
visualizations to compare LEA spending in different categories. They have not yet been able to 
analyze financial and student outcome data together.  
 
Measuring Success: Over the ten year period, there has been an increase in state and local 
funds going toward education. However, a Senate task force was recently convened to study 
how the system may disincentivize local municipalities from adequately funding their schools 
by supplementing state aid. While more money is being distributed to schools with higher 
concentrations of poverty, per-pupil expenditures have not increased at the same rate across 
the state.  
 
Lessons Learned/Advice: When there was an influx of state funds, local funding remained 
stagnant. Many LEAs were not prepared to absorb local funding requirements when state aid 
was redistributed to other LEAs.  
 
If the state maintains integrity to a formula driven by data, it must be prepared to accept that 
swings in student enrollment cannot be predicted and that will have an effect on funding.  
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Keeping a simple formula is key so that it is easy for the public to understand. Keeping simple 
account codes and financial reporting is also important. When the accounting system is overly 
complicated, local staff will inevitably code different costs differently. Additionally, it takes a lot 
of time on behalf of the state to audit and understand data coded at a deep level of detail. The 
benefit of having highly-detailed data should be weighed against the burden placed on LEAs 
and the state agency. 
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Appendixes: 
UCOA Accounting Manual 
(https://www.ride.ri.gov/FundingFinance/SchoolDistrictFinancialData/UniformChartofAccounts
.aspx) 
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FY 2021 Preliminary Formula Calculations 
(https://www.ride.ri.gov/FundingFinance/FundingSources/StateEducationAid.aspx#32231125-funding-formula-supporting-
calculations-and-documents) 
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Per Pupil Expenditures by District 
(https://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/UCOA/FY17%20Per%20Pupil%20Expe
nditure%20Charts.pdf) 
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