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Executive Summary
High school alternative education schools and programs serve students aged 14–24 whose needs are not 

met by traditional education systems. Done well, these programs offer flexible, student-centered, and 

supportive environments tailored to historically underserved youth. Despite the critical role they play 

in the U.S. education system, alternative schools face persistent funding challenges due to fragmented, 

inadequate, and unsustainable budget policies.

To better understand these policies, we drew on Education Northwest’s national landscape scan of high 

school alternatives (Denton et al., 2022), along with input from eight state teams in the State Action Col-

laborative for High School Alternatives, conversations with practitioners across the country, and a review 

of state policies, white papers, and academic articles related to education budgets.

We combine this research with principles from EdTrust (Huddleston, 2025) and the Education Commission 

of the States (Duncombe & Peisach, 2025) to offer four clear and compelling funding principles to build  

a fair high school alternative funding system: adequacy, equity, transparency, and sustainability.

Adequate funding
High school alternatives should have adequate funding to go beyond basic remedial education  

and provide enriching learning environments for all students.

•	 Use average daily membership to capture the rolling enrollment in many high school alternative 

schools and programs.

•	 For states that use average daily attendance counts, allow students to take advantage of flexible  

hours and days of attendance without funding penalization for the school or program.

•	 Allow extended learning time revenue, including summer school and after-school programs that  

support credit recovery and personalized instruction and ensure students can graduate.

•	 Fund career-connected learning opportunities for students in alternative education.

Equitable funding
Equitable funding ensures that students have the resources they need to complete a diploma  

on their timeline with the flexibility they need to be successful.

•	 In student-based funding formulas, dedicate additional “weights” to supporting students who need  

it, including students who are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, justice-involved, pregnant  

or parenting, or or experience other barriers to educational success.

•	 Ensure that students who need more time to complete a diploma have access to free public educa-

tion for the time they need it (age 22 in many states).
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•	 Provide students with the wraparound services they need to be successful, from food to mental 

health services.

Transparent funding
For district dollars to reach students in high school alternative programs, states need clear goals  

and reporting strategies that are transparent as to how much funding districts and schools should  

and do receive.

•	 Require districts to report on the distribution of weighted funding to the schools serving  

students who face systematic barriers to school success.

•	 Alternative education programs and schools should receive dedicated funding that reflects  

the unique opportunities and supports required to help the learners in their programs thrive.

Sustainable funding
The multiple funding sources often involved in supporting high school alternative education can  

lead to variability. These programs need funding sources that are stable enough to allow school leaders  

to plan years in advance and have confidence they will be able to sustain the services they implement.

•	 Create reserve funds dedicated to education funding that can supplement funding in instances  

of less available discretionary funds.

High school alternatives are vital for educational equity, yet they are often constrained by outdated and 

fragmented funding mechanisms. States must shift from patchwork policies to purposeful, sustained 

investments that reflect the unique strengths and needs of alternative education programs. By  

adopting the recommendations outlined, policymakers can better support the success of students  

furthest from opportunity.
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Introduction
Alternative education programs serve students whose needs are not typically met in traditional school 

settings through innovative or supplemental instruction outside of regular, special, or vocational educa-

tion (Sable et al., 2010, p. C-1). High school alternatives include a wide variety of programs, models, and 

structures designed to support students—typically between the ages of 14 and 24—in earning a diploma 

(Porowski et al., 2014). While diverse, high school alternatives are necessary because traditional systems—

such as schools, the workforce, higher education, and the criminal justice system—do not consistently  

or equitably meet the needs of all students (Denton et al., 2022).

High school alternatives serve students who may thrive when they receive additional supports. Their 

needs are better met through smaller class sizes, trauma-informed practices, wraparound supports, and 

flexible and innovative1 approaches—all of which can increase operational costs. Despite these greater 

needs, alternative schools and programs are often funded at a lower rate (Fresques et al., 2017).

Yet, research shows that increasing high school completion yields significant returns on investment to 

both the individual and society at large. One study found that increasing the high school completion rate 

of men ages 20–60 by just 1 percent could save the United States approximately $1.4 billion2 each year 

(Moretti, 2007). Recent research on alternative learning environments indicates that programs that boost 

high school graduation rates offer substantial long-term economic returns. Graduates of these programs 

are more likely to be employed, earn higher wages, contribute more in taxes, and rely less on public assis-

tance (Millenky et al., 2019).

Despite the benefits of high school alternatives to students and their communities, there is a lack of 

current research and guidance on how programs are funded state-by-state.3 High school alternatives face 

significant funding challenges due to their design and the students they serve. For example, alternative 

education programs often rely on a fragmented mix of funding sources—state and local district alloca-

tions, workforce development dollars, competitive federal grants, and others (Parchment, 2024)—making 

these programs difficult to sustain, scale, or replicate. As a result, many statewide and local programs are 

left to navigate complex and disjointed budget policies.

1 �The Gardner Center provides several case studies as examples: https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/project/case-
studies-what-makes-great-alternative-high-school

2 This would be about $2.2 billion in 2025, adjusted for inflation.
3 �A notable exemption is a review of the literature produced by Allum (2005) for the National Youth Employment 

Coalition, though the landscape has changed in 20 years.

https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/project/case-studies-what-makes-great-alternative-high-school
https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/project/case-studies-what-makes-great-alternative-high-school
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This brief, informed by existing policies and collaboration with eight state teams working in high school 

alternatives, describes strategies for moving from a patchwork of unsupportive and insufficient budget 

policies to purposeful, dedicated funding that brings our educational systems closer to a place where 

all students can thrive. We hope that states will use this work as a foundation for collaboratively refining 

funding strategies for high school alternative education, ultimately creating budget policies that are sus-

tainable and lead to high-quality and high-impact educational experiences for students.

How we conducted our review
This work builds on Education Northwest’s national landscape scan of high school alternatives (Denton 

et al., 2022). To better understand high school alternative budget policy, we reviewed state policies, white 

papers, and academic articles related to education budgets. We also spoke with practitioners across the 

country about where budget policies impacted their ability to deliver high-quality educational experi-

ences for students in high school alternative programs. Through our State Action Collaborative for High 

School Alternatives, funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, we gathered more insight on how funding 

impacts high school alternative programs.

How we evaluate funding policy
Due to the diversity of high school alternative definitions and formats and to the diversity of state ap-

proaches to education budgets, there is no one way to establish a state-level funding policy that will best 

serve these schools and programs. EdTrust (Huddleston, 2025) and the Education Commission of the 

States (Duncombe & Peisach, 2025) offer four clear and compelling funding principles to build a fair school 

funding system. We drew on these overarching principles to identify those most relevant to high school 

alternative programs. We evaluated high school alternative funding policy approaches—gathered from 

our analysis of relevant literature and conversations with state leaders from our state action collaborative 

and several others—based on whether they are:

Adequate. High school alternatives should have adequate funding to go beyond basic 
remedial education and provide enriching learning environments for all students.

Equitable. Equitable funding ensures that students have the resources they need to 
complete a diploma on their timeline with the flexibility they need to be successful. 
This means that students who need more support—such as students in under-
resourced communities, students with disabilities, and learners whose needs are 
not met in a traditional school scheduling model (including working and parenting 
students)—should get more funding.

https://state-action-collaborative.ednw.org/
https://state-action-collaborative.ednw.org/
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/pdf/hs-alternatives-scan-report.pdf
https://state-action-collaborative.ednw.org/
https://state-action-collaborative.ednw.org/
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With the inherent complexity in high school alternatives, we bring a few boundaries and assumptions  

to our assessment. First, many of our suggestions are geared toward the majority of states that use a 

student-based funding formula—as opposed to the few states that use a resource-based or other formula 

(see appendix A for a more detailed description of these approaches). Additionally, while we know that 

some high school alternatives are provided through contracted schools operated by nonprofit or for- 

profit organizations, our analysis focuses on funding public alternative schools and programs operated  

by districts or public charters. 

Transparent. For district dollars to reach students in high school alternatives, states 
need clear goals and reporting strategies that are transparent as to how much funding 
districts and schools should and do receive.

Sustainable. The multiple funding sources often involved in supporting high school 
alternative education programs can lead to variability. These programs need funding 
sources that are stable enough to allow school leaders to plan years in advance and 
have confidence they will be able to sustain the services they implement.
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Adequate, Equitable, Transparent, and 
Sustainable Funding in High School Alternatives
In this section we describe the policy considerations for adequate, equitable, transparent, and sustainable 

funding for high school alternatives (table 1). The table includes a general practice in budget policy, a key 

consideration for high school alternatives, and a notable state example. While we have developed these 

considerations in close conversation with practitioners and policymakers, more evidence is necessary to 

understand the impact of these practices in specific state contexts.

Table 1. Application of funding policy principles to high school alternatives

Funding policy 
principles

Practice Consideration State example

  Adequate Student counts that 
adequately capture 
student enrollment 

Use average daily membership to 
capture the rolling enrollment in many 
high school alternatives.

23 states use average  
daily membership for  
funding formulas

Flexible learning 
opportunities

For states that use average daily 
attendance counts, allow students to 
take advantage of flexible hours and 
days of attendance without funding 
penalization for the school or program.

Texas: Optional 
Flexible School Day 
Program

Allow extended learning time revenue, 
including summer school and after-
school programs that support credit 
recovery and personalized instruction 
and ensure students can graduate.

Florida: Supplemental 
Academic Instruction

Career-connected 
learning 

Fund career-connected learning 
opportunities for students in high 
school alternatives.

Arizona: Industry 
Credentials Incentive 
Program

https://www.azleg.gov/ars/15/00249-15.htm
https://www.flsenate.gov/laws/statutes/2022/1011.62
https://tea.texas.gov/finance-and-grants/state-funding/additional-finance-resources/optional-flexible-school-day-program#:~:text=The%20Optional%20Flexible%20School%20Day,Code%20%C2%A729.0822(a).
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Student-Counts-in-K-12-Funding-Models.pdf
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Funding policy 
principles

Practice Consideration State example

  Equitable Student weights In student-based funding formulas, 
dedicate additional resources to 
supporting students who need it, 
including students who are eligible  
for free or reduced-price lunch, 
justice-involved, pregnant or 
parenting, or or experience other 
barriers to educational success.

Michigan: At-Risk4 
Funding

Free public 
education for  
older students

Ensure that students who need longer 
to complete a diploma have access to 
free public education for the time they 
need it.

New Mexico, Ohio, 
South Carolina, 
Michigan, and others 
provide free public 
education until age 22

Comprehensive 
student support

Provide students with the wraparound  
services they need to be successful, 
from food to mental health services.

Minnesota: State 
Approved Alternative 
Programs

Kentucky: Kentucky 
Family Resource and 
Youth Services Center

  
Transparent

Clear passthrough 
from districts

Require districts to report on the 
distribution of weighted funding to the 
schools serving students who face 
systematic barriers to school success.

Ohio: Fiscal Year 
District Profile Report

Dedicated 
alternative program 
or school funding

Alternative education programs  
and schools should receive  
dedicated funding that reflects the 
unique opportunities and supports 
required to help the learners in their 
programs thrive.

California: Alternative 
Schools of Choice 

Indiana: Alternative 
Education Grants 

Washington: 
Alternative Learning 
Environments

4 �Most legislation uses the term “at-risk” to describe students who may need additional services or support to 
complete high school. However, we prefer the term “at-promise” as a way of emphasizing student strengths in 
working toward their education goals. In this brief, we have replaced the term “at-risk” with “at-promise,” except 
where it is tied to a specific piece of legislation.

https://www.legislature.mi.gov/Laws/MCL?objectName=MCL-388-1606
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/services/school-performance-supports/educational-supports/programs/section-31a-at-risk
https://internal-search.ecs.org/comparisons/free-and-compulsory-school-age-requirements-all
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/123A.06
https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/law/statutes/statute.aspx?id=48784
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Finance-and-Funding/School-Payment-Reports/District-Profile-Reports/FY2024-District-Profile-Report
https://www.cde.ca.gov/SP/eo/as/asprogramsummary.asp
https://www.in.gov/doe/grants/alternative-education/#Alternative_Education_Grants
https://ospi.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/2024-09/publication-guide-offering-ale.pdf
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Funding policy 
principles

Practice Consideration State example

  Sustainable Dedicated and 
stable funding  
for education 

Create reserve funds dedicated 
to education funding that can 
supplement funding in instances of 
less available discretionary funds.

Alaska: Public School  
Trust Fund

Source: Authors’ analysis of state budget policies.

Adequate
To be considered adequate, funding for high school alternatives must provide enriching learning  

environments for all students. We have identified three primary areas that states need to consider  

to meet this standard of adequacy: accurate student counts, flexible learning opportunities (Lincove  

et al., 2022), and career-connected learning (Newton et al., 2017).

Student counts that adequately capture student enrollment
States use a range of methods to count students for funding purposes, but most approaches fall short 

when applied to high school alternatives. These schools and programs frequently operate with rolling 

enrollment, meaning students can enter at any point during the year. Many also offer flexible credit 

recovery options, allowing students to graduate as soon as they complete their requirements—often 

outside the traditional academic calendar. Because of this, funding formulas that rely on static “count 

days”—typically a single day in the fall or both fall and spring (Syverson & Duncombe, 2022)—can 

underestimate actual enrollment in alternative programs. Further, while average daily attendance models 

look across the prior year, they can disadvantage students in alternative settings. Many of these students 

face barriers that affect consistent attendance or make it difficult to be present during daily roll call. In 

contrast, average daily membership (ADM), which is based on the average number of students enrolled 

in a school over a certain period, rather than those who are physically present on “count days” (Meyerhoff, 

2022), provides a more equitable and reliable method to ensure that high school alternatives receive 

appropriate per-pupil funding for the students they serve.

Flexible learning opportunities
Flexible, student-centered learning opportunities—such as personalized instruction, competency-based 

progress, and real-world learning—are essential for all students and especially critical in high school alter-

natives (Denton et al., 2022). These approaches meet students where they are and support their success in 

ways traditional models often cannot.

Recognizing this, a growing number of states are shifting away from rigid seat-time requirements. As of 

2024, at least 46 states and the District of Columbia allow students to earn credit through alternatives to 

seat time (Erwin et al., 2024). With these flexibilities, it is vital for states using attendance-based funding 

https://treasury.dor.alaska.gov/home/investments/public-school-trust-fund
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models to ensure that schools are not penalized for offering flexible schedules. Policies should enable 

students to attend during hours and days that work for them, without reducing funding for their schools 

or programs (e.g., Texas’s Optional Flexible School Day).

In addition to policy flexibility, targeted funding is also needed. Some flexible learning opportunities—

particularly those that extend beyond the traditional school day or year—require supplemental invest-

ment. States should provide dedicated funding for extended learning time in high school alternatives, 

including summer and after-school programs that support credit recovery, individualized instruction, and 

pathways to graduation (e.g., Florida’s Supplemental Academic Instruction). This funding should at least 

match the FTE calculations for school day instruction, though additional funding is preferred.

Career-connected learning
Funding for career-connected learning is essential to help programs offer students hands-on experiences 

aligned with best practices (Newton et al., 2017). While staff capacity is an important issue in high  

school alternatives, there are funding opportunities that schools may be able to access to support 

students’ learning.

•	 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA). WIOA provides funding for youth workforce 

development, particularly targeting out-of-school youth and those facing significant barriers to 

education and employment. While WIOA requires that 75 percent of youth funding be directed 

toward out-of-school youth, the remaining 25 percent can be used for in-school youth—including 

those in alternative settings—who qualify. Partnerships with YouthBuild or other programs for 

opportunity youth may support access to this funding. Additionally, WIOA requires states to have  

a workforce investment board or council. High school alternatives should consider representation 

on these boards so that their students’ needs and desires are represented.

•	 Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act (Perkins). The Perkins Act sets aside funding 

for career and technical education (CTE), including programs, equipment, industry certification,  

career guidance, and more. While alternative schools and programs may not meet the minimum 

$15,000 threshold for spending, they often partner with a district CTE program, regional skills center, 

or consortium (Staklis & Klein, 2014) to offer CTE courses.

•	 State funding for CTE. States can directly provide funding for career-connected learning (e.g., 

Arizona’s Industry Credentials Incentive Program). State agencies often support career-connected 

programmatic funding, but they also provide technical assistance and professional development  

and facilitate networks or hubs for eligible schools and programs (Erwin et al., 2024).

•	 State funding for college and career learning. States often dedicate funding to dual enrollment 

or dual credit programs tied to career pathways (Education Commission of the States, 2022) that 

students in high school alternatives can access. However, states should attend to providing equitable 

access and completion rates for all students (Zinth et al., 2025).

https://tea.texas.gov/finance-and-grants/state-funding/additional-finance-resources/optional-flexible-school-day-program#:~:text=The%20Optional%20Flexible%20School%20Day,Code%20%C2%A729.0822(a).
https://www.flsenate.gov/laws/statutes/2022/1011.62
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/youth/youthbuild
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-education-and-workforce-development-connections/
https://wanic.lwsd.org/about-us/skill-center-info
https://www.azleg.gov/ars/15/00249-15.htm
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Equitable
Equitable approaches to funding ensure that students who need more support—including students  

from low-income backgrounds, students with disabilities, and students who are underserved by tradi-

tional education—get more support. We have identified relevant student weights, free public education 

for the time students need, and comprehensive services as three key approaches to providing more 

equitable funding for high school alternative settings.

Student weights
To ensure equitable student funding, student-based funding formulas need weights for specific student 

populations. Weighted student funding is associated with measurable categories—students from low-

income families, English language learners, students with disabilities, and others (Connecticut School 

Finance Project, 2016). Districts receive additional dollars to support the needs of these students on top of 

the base amount for each student. These weights can cover a wide range of total funding, from 20 to 89 

percent of total funding, and may be either unduplicated5 or allow for students to be counted in multiple 

categories (Institute of Education Sciences, 2019).

Weighted student funding is particularly important for high school alternatives. Allowing students to  

be counted in multiple categories (e.g., receive funding for being both an English language learner  

and from a low-income family) can ensure that high school alternatives receive equitable funding  

to support students.

Additionally, some states have generated a specific weight for students who are identified as at-promise 

(Parker & Griffith, 2016). These categories may include students who are experiencing homelessness, in 

the foster care system, or eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (e.g., Michigan’s “at-risk” funding). While 

some examples of this dedicated funding require significant data sharing (e.g., Department of Human 

Services, Child and Family Services), they ensure that funds are equitably distributed to students who 

need them most.

Public education for older students
State policy determines the maximum age at which students are entitled to receive free public education, 

with certain exceptions for students receiving special education services. In most states, this age cap is set 

at 20 or 21, though some are capped at age 19 (Education Commission of the States, 2020). A few states 

have adapted their policies to extend this limit; New Mexico, South Carolina, Michigan, and others provide 

free public education until age 22.

5 �Unduplicated student counts means that if students fall into multiple categories (e.g., low-income and English 
learner categories), then they would only be counted once for funding purposes.

https://www.michigan.gov/mde/services/school-performance-supports/educational-supports/programs/section-31a-at-risk
https://internal-search.ecs.org/comparisons/free-and-compulsory-school-age-requirements-all
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This policy issue is especially relevant for students in high school alternatives, many of whom are signifi-

cantly behind on credits. Extending the age limit gives these students a realistic opportunity to complete 

their education and earn a diploma. Once students exceed the age limit for free public education, they 

typically transition into adult education systems to pursue a high school diploma or GED. While these 

systems may offer greater flexibility, they are funded at significantly lower levels than traditional K–12 

systems, creating additional barriers to student success.

Comprehensive student support
Students in alternative high school settings are more likely to thrive when their basic needs—such as 

food, shelter, child care, mental health care, and access to clean clothing—are consistently met (Fujita-

Conrads et al., 2025). Integrated student support in schools can generate a $3 return for society for every 

$1 spent (Bowden & Gish, 2021). Funding these comprehensive student support services adequately can 

reduce barriers to learning for students furthest from educational opportunity. Overall, comprehensive 

services in high school alternatives are funded through a complex mix of federal and state money, local 

grants, and partnerships with community-based organizations (Denton et al., 2022). The approach varies 

by state, local education agency, and program. For example, some states and districts use a “community 

schools” approach to bringing schools and community together to support students (e.g., Minnesota 

State Approved Alternative Programs).

By contrast, Kentucky’s Family Resource and Youth Services Center program is statewide. While every 

school in Kentucky may not have a center on site, they have access to a Family Resource and Youth 

Services Center to provide services and connect to local resources to meet the local need. Additionally, 

states may focus on social and emotional learning, trauma-responsive and healing-centered practices, 

and other approaches to supporting students holistically.

Additionally, while federal policy allows states to receive Medicaid reimbursement for providing physical 

and behavioral health services to any Medicaid-enrolled student, not all states have adopted this option 

(Mays, 2021). Other mental health funding is often piecemeal, drawing from state and federal sources 

(Rafa et al., 2021; see figure A1 in appendix A).

Transparent
For district dollars to reach students in high school alternatives, states need clear reporting strategies  

that are transparent as to how much funding districts and schools should and do receive.

Clear passthrough from districts
High school alternatives are often funded through their local districts in ways that do not necessarily 

ensure that funds dedicated to a given student population are actually spent in the school attended by a 

student from that population (Roza & Anderson, n.d.). For example, a district may need to provide little to 

no reporting on the amount of funding dedicated to an alternative education program serving students 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/123A.06
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/123A.06
https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/law/statutes/statute.aspx?id=48784
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with additional weights. To ensure that high school alternatives receive the correct funding allocation, 

districts should report on the distribution of weighted funding to the schools serving those students (e.g., 

Ohio’s fiscal year district profile report). When districts dedicate weighted funding to schools, they can see 

student math and English outcome improvements, especially for students of color (Tuchman et al., 2022).

Dedicated alternative program or school funding
Because alternative education programs and schools serve students with diverse strengths and lived 

experiences—many of whom have been underserved by traditional systems—they should receive 

dedicated funding that reflects the unique opportunities and supports required to help these learners 

thrive. This funding should be equitable to, or greater than, that of the traditional system to ensure access 

to high-quality, responsive, and student-centered learning environments.

Very few states provide dedicated categorical funding to alternative schools and programs. However, 

those that do can ensure that the schools are transparently receiving the funding they need to support 

their students. States can dedicate specific grants to alternative schools and programs to help them meet 

students’ needs (e.g., Indiana’s Alternative Education Grants). States can also require funding at the same 

level of support as traditional schools (e.g., California’s Alternative Schools of Choice) or determine funding 

through a unique funding rate (e.g., Washington’s Alternative Learning Environments).

Sustainable
Sustainable funding is an issue in all public school environments, but it is a particular challenge for  

high school alternatives due to the multiple funding sources they access. The absence of clear 

processes for accessing and using funds, combined with the broader ambiguity in defining alternative 

education, complicates efforts to justify and stabilize funding (Aron & Zweig, 2003). High school 

alternatives require funding that is stable enough to allow school leaders to plan years in advance  

and have confidence they will be able to sustain the services they implement.

Dedicated and stable funding for education
States need to identify a strategy that works for their specific state context to ensure stable funding for 

education. While this is less specific to high school alternatives than many of our other considerations, 

states could consider creating reserve funds—dedicated to education funding—that can supplement 

funding in instances of less available discretionary funds (e.g., Alaska’s Public School Trust Fund). This 

approach to funding can ensure that students have access to high-quality options to better prepare them 

for college and career success.

https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Finance-and-Funding/School-Payment-Reports/District-Profile-Reports/FY2024-District-Profile-Report
https://www.in.gov/doe/grants/alternative-education/#Alternative_Education_Grants
https://www.cde.ca.gov/SP/eo/as/asprogramsummary.asp
https://ospi.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/2024-09/publication-guide-offering-ale.pdf
https://treasury.dor.alaska.gov/home/investments/public-school-trust-fund
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Conclusion
High school alternatives are a critical component of the educational landscape, offering flexible, student-

centered pathways for learners to thrive outside of traditional settings. Despite their importance, 

these schools and programs often operate within funding systems that are inconsistent, opaque, and 

insufficiently tailored to their unique needs.

While the state contexts, formats, and student populations served by high school alternatives vary 

nationally, there are relatively consistent ways to ensure that these programs are funded in a way that 

is adequate, equitable, transparent, and sustainable. States looking to transform their funding models 

to better serve all students need to look across the patchwork of budget policies to ensure purposeful, 

dedicated funding for students furthest from educational opportunity.

Acknowledgments
This brief was funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. We thank them for their support but acknowl-

edge that the findings and conclusions presented in this brief are those of the authors alone, and do not 

necessarily reflect the opinions of the Foundation. Our deep appreciation also goes out to the members 

of the State Action Collaborative for High School Alternatives for their dedication and thoughtful contribu-

tions to this brief.



Education Northwest | Building sustainable funding for high school alternatives� 15

References
Aron, L. Y., & Zweig, J. M. (2003). Educational alternatives for vulnerable youth: Student needs, program types, 

and research directions. Urban Institute. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED500817.pdf 

Bowden, A. B., & Gish, J. W. (2021). Small investments for big gains: Transforming wraparound services into an 
engine of opportunity. Brookings. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/small-investments-for-big-
gains-transforming-wraparound-services-into-an-engine-of-opportunity/ 

Connecticut School Finance Project. (2016). Funding formula guidebook: A framework for equitable 
school funding and a new school finance system for Connecticut’s public schools. https://files.
schoolstatefinance.org/hubfs/Reports/Funding%20Formula%20Guidebook%202016.pdf 

Denton, A., Fujita-Conrads, E., McLennan, D., & Mazzeo, C. (2022). Scanning the landscape of high school 
alternatives. Education Northwest. https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/pdf/hs-
alternatives-scan-report.pdf 

Duncombe, C., & Peisach, L. (2025). K–12 funding toolkit: A strategic guide for states. Education Commission 
of the States. https://www.ecs.org/k-12-funding-toolkit-a-strategic-guide-for-states/

EdBuild. (2025). FundEd: National policy maps. http://funded.edbuild.org/national#formula-type 

Education Commission of the States. (2020). Free and compulsory school age requirements: What are the 
state’s free and compulsory school age requirements? https://internal-search.ecs.org/comparisons/
free-and-compulsory-school-age-requirements-all 

Education Commission of the States. (2022). Dual/concurrent enrollment: Who contributes to paying for 
student costs of tuition for this program? https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/dual-concurrent-
enrollment-2022-16 

Erwin, B., Keily, T., & Peisach, L. (2024). State policies to advance student-centered pathways. Education 
Commission of the States. https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/PB_0624_State-Policies-to-
Advance-Student-Centered-Pathways.pdf

Fresques, H., Vogell, H., & Pierce, O. (2017). Methodology: How we analyzed alternative schools data. 
https://www.propublica.org/article/alternative-schools-methodology

Fujita-Conrads, E., Petrokubi, J., Hodara, M., Kennedy, C., Padden, M., & Gowdy, G. (2025). Washington Open 
Doors Youth Reengagement Summer Pilot evaluation: Reducing barriers to learning for students. 
Education Northwest. 

Huddleston, Q. (2025). 5 ways to create fair school funding formulas. EdTrust. https://edtrust.org/rti/5-ways-
to-create-fair-school-funding-formulas/ 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED500817.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/small-investments-for-big-gains-transforming-wraparound-services-into-an-engine-of-opportunity/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/small-investments-for-big-gains-transforming-wraparound-services-into-an-engine-of-opportunity/
https://files.schoolstatefinance.org/hubfs/Reports/Funding%20Formula%20Guidebook%202016.pdf
https://files.schoolstatefinance.org/hubfs/Reports/Funding%20Formula%20Guidebook%202016.pdf
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/pdf/hs-alternatives-scan-report.pdf
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/pdf/hs-alternatives-scan-report.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/k-12-funding-toolkit-a-strategic-guide-for-states/
http://funded.edbuild.org/national#formula-type
https://internal-search.ecs.org/comparisons/free-and-compulsory-school-age-requirements-all
https://internal-search.ecs.org/comparisons/free-and-compulsory-school-age-requirements-all
https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/dual-concurrent-enrollment-2022-16
https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/dual-concurrent-enrollment-2022-16
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/PB_0624_State-Policies-to-Advance-Student-Centered-Pathways.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/PB_0624_State-Policies-to-Advance-Student-Centered-Pathways.pdf
https://www.propublica.org/article/alternative-schools-methodology
https://edtrust.org/rti/5-ways-to-create-fair-school-funding-formulas/
https://edtrust.org/rti/5-ways-to-create-fair-school-funding-formulas/


Education Northwest | Building sustainable funding for high school alternatives� 16

Institute of Education Sciences. (2019). Weighted student funding is on the rise. Here’s what we are learning. 
https://ies.ed.gov/blogs/research/post/weighted-student-funding-is-on-the-rise-here-s-what-we-
are-learning 

Kho, A., & Rabovsky, S. (2022). The students alternative schools serve. An essay for The Learning Curve. Urban 
Institute. https://www.urban.org/research/publication/students-alternative-schools-serve 

Lincove, J. A., Mata, C., & Cortes, K. (2022). A bridge to graduation: Post-secondary effects of an alternative 
pathway for students who fail high school exit exams. National Bureau of Economic Research.

Mays, A. (2021). Helping states understand their school Medicaid program. Healthy Students, Promising 
Futures. https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/helping-states-understand-their-school-
medicaid-program/ 

Meyerhoff, B. (2022, March 16). Attendance issues could drive a change in how school district funding is 
calculated. California State PTA. https://capta.org/attendance-issues-could-drive-a-change-in-
how-school-district-funding-is-calculated/#:~:text=Average%20Daily%20Attendance%20(ADA),-
California%20is%20one&text=ADA%20is%20the%20average%20number,to%20seek%20out%20
missing%20kids

Millenky, M., Treskon, L., Freedman, L., & Mage, C. (2019). Focusing on girls' futures: Results from the 
evaluation of PACE Center for Girls. MDRC.

Moretti, E. (2007). Crime and the costs of criminal justice. In C. Belfield, & H. Levin (Eds.), The price we pay: 
Economic and social consequences of inadequate education (pp. 142–159). Brookings Institution 
Press.

Newton, X. A., Thompson, S. R., Oh, B., & Ferullo, L. (2017). Improving opportunities for bridging social 
capital: The story of a full-service community school initiative at an alternative high school.  
The Educational Forum, 81(4), 418–431.

Parchment. (2024). Funding alternatives for school districts: Navigating the end of ESSER [Blog post]. 
Parchment. https://www.parchment.com/blog/funding-alternatives-for-school-districts-
navigating-the-end-of-esser/

Parker, E., & Griffith, M. (2016). The importance of at-risk funding. Education Commission of the States. 
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/The-Importance-of-At-risk-Funding.pdf 

Porowski, A., O'Conner, R., & Luo, J. L. (2014). How do states define alternative education? (REL 2014-038). 
Regional Educational Laboratory Mid-Atlantic, National Center for Education Evaluation and 
Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. https://files.
eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED546775.pdf 

https://ies.ed.gov/blogs/research/post/weighted-student-funding-is-on-the-rise-here-s-what-we-are-learning
https://ies.ed.gov/blogs/research/post/weighted-student-funding-is-on-the-rise-here-s-what-we-are-learning
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/students-alternative-schools-serve
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/helping-states-understand-their-school-medicaid-program/
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/helping-states-understand-their-school-medicaid-program/
https://capta.org/attendance-issues-could-drive-a-change-in-how-school-district-funding-is-calculated/#:~:text=Average%20Daily%20Attendance%20(ADA),-California%20is%20one&text=ADA%20is%20the%20average%20number,to%20seek%20out%20missing%20kids
https://capta.org/attendance-issues-could-drive-a-change-in-how-school-district-funding-is-calculated/#:~:text=Average%20Daily%20Attendance%20(ADA),-California%20is%20one&text=ADA%20is%20the%20average%20number,to%20seek%20out%20missing%20kids
https://capta.org/attendance-issues-could-drive-a-change-in-how-school-district-funding-is-calculated/#:~:text=Average%20Daily%20Attendance%20(ADA),-California%20is%20one&text=ADA%20is%20the%20average%20number,to%20seek%20out%20missing%20kids
https://capta.org/attendance-issues-could-drive-a-change-in-how-school-district-funding-is-calculated/#:~:text=Average%20Daily%20Attendance%20(ADA),-California%20is%20one&text=ADA%20is%20the%20average%20number,to%20seek%20out%20missing%20kids
https://www.parchment.com/blog/funding-alternatives-for-school-districts-navigating-the-end-of-esser/
https://www.parchment.com/blog/funding-alternatives-for-school-districts-navigating-the-end-of-esser/
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/The-Importance-of-At-risk-Funding.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED546775.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED546775.pdf


Education Northwest | Building sustainable funding for high school alternatives� 17

Rafa, A., McCann, M., Francies, C., & Evans, A. (2021). State funding for student mental health. Education 
Commission of the States. https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Funding-for-Student-
Mental-Health.pdf 

Roza, M., & Anderson, L. (n.d.) New financial data spotlight the district role in distributing dollars across 
schools: Opportunities ahead for education leaders. Education Next. https://www.educationnext.
org/new-financial-data-spotlight-district-role-distributing-dollars-across-schools-opportunities-
education-leaders/ 

Sable, J., Plotts, C., & Mitchell, L. (2010). Characteristics of the 100 largest public elementary and secondary 
school districts in the United States: 2008–09 (NCES 2011–301). National Center for Education 
Statistics, U.S. Department of Education. http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED512593

Staklis, S., & Klein, S. (2014). Consortium formation and characteristics under the Carl D. Perkins Career and 
Technical Act of 2006. National Center for Innovation in Career and Technical Education, U.S. 
Department of Education. https://www.rti.org/publication/consortium-formation-characteristics-
em-carl-d-perkins-career-technical-act-2006-em 

Syverson, E. & Duncombe, C. (2022). Student counts in K–12 funding models [Policy brief]. Education 
Commission of the States. https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Student-Counts-in-K-12-
Funding-Models.pdf

Tuchman, S., Gross, B., & Chu, L. (2022). Weighted student funding and outcomes: Implementation in 
18 school districts. Peabody Journal of Education, 97(4), 479–496. https://doi.org/10.1080/016195
6X.2022.2109917

Zinth, J., Perry, A., & Williams, A. (2025). Funding for equity: Designing state dual enrollment funding models 
to close equity gaps. College in High School Alliance. https://collegeinhighschool.org/wp-content/
uploads/2025/02/Funding-for-Equity-Designing-State-Dual-Enrollment-Funding-Models-to-
Close-Equity-Gaps-2025-Update.pdf 

https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Funding-for-Student-Mental-Health.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Funding-for-Student-Mental-Health.pdf
https://www.educationnext.org/new-financial-data-spotlight-district-role-distributing-dollars-across-schools-opportunities-education-leaders/
https://www.educationnext.org/new-financial-data-spotlight-district-role-distributing-dollars-across-schools-opportunities-education-leaders/
https://www.educationnext.org/new-financial-data-spotlight-district-role-distributing-dollars-across-schools-opportunities-education-leaders/
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED512593
https://www.rti.org/publication/consortium-formation-characteristics-em-carl-d-perkins-career-technical-act-2006-em
https://www.rti.org/publication/consortium-formation-characteristics-em-carl-d-perkins-career-technical-act-2006-em
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Student-Counts-in-K-12-Funding-Models.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Student-Counts-in-K-12-Funding-Models.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2022.2109917
https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2022.2109917
https://collegeinhighschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Funding-for-Equity-Designing-State-Dual-Enrollment-Funding-Models-to-Close-Equity-Gaps-2025-Update.pdf
https://collegeinhighschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Funding-for-Equity-Designing-State-Dual-Enrollment-Funding-Models-to-Close-Equity-Gaps-2025-Update.pdf
https://collegeinhighschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Funding-for-Equity-Designing-State-Dual-Enrollment-Funding-Models-to-Close-Equity-Gaps-2025-Update.pdf


Education Northwest | Building sustainable funding for high school alternatives� 18

Appendix A. Summary of Education  
Funding Models
There are four basic education funding models (EdBuild, 2025):

•	 Student-based. Assigns a base cost to the education of an average student and calculates state fund-

ing for districts primarily by multiplying that cost by districts’ enrollment figures. The state accounts 

for the additional cost of educating specific categories of students by adjusting its distributions, 

applying multipliers to the base cost, adding flat per-student dollar amounts to the base cost, and/or 

making program-specific allocations.

•	 Resource-based. Determines the cost of delivering education in a district based on the cost of spe-

cific programs and initiatives, and it generally does not itemize either the costs related to particular 

resources or the costs of delivering education to specific categories of students.

•	 Program-based. Determines the cost of delivering education in a district based on the cost of spe-

cific programs and initiatives, and it generally does not itemize either the costs related to particular 

resources or the costs of delivering education to specific categories of students.

•	 No formula. Funding is distributed based on historical allocation methods that do not rely on any 

specific formula (EdBuild, 2025).

Most states rely on student-based funding, but a subset of states use another model or a hybrid that com-

bines two of the four policies for funding (table A1). For a more visual representation of state approaches, 

see Education Commission of the States’ Glossary of K–12 Education Funding.

Table A1. Education funding models and state examples

Funding model State example

Student-based 
only (34 states)

Arkansas has a primarily student-based formula. It assigns a cost to the education 
of a student with no special needs or services, called a base amount, and provides 
increased funding to educate specific categories of students. The categories of 
students considered in Arkansas’ funding policy are students in certain grade levels; 
English-language learners; low-income students and students in high-poverty 
districts; students identified as gifted; students enrolled in career and technical 
education programs; students in alternative learning environments; and students 
enrolled in small, isolated, and sparsely populated districts.

https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/10072021_Glossary-of-K-12-Funding-1.pdf


Education Northwest | Building sustainable funding for high school alternatives� 19

Funding model State example

Resource-based 
only (6 states)

Washington has a primarily resource-based funding formula. It determines the 
cost of delivering education in a district based on the cost of the resources 
(such as staff salaries and course materials) required to do so. The categories of 
students considered in Washington’s funding policy are students in certain grade 
levels, English language learners, students in high-poverty schools, students with 
disabilities, students identified as gifted, students enrolled in career and technical 
education programs, and students enrolled in small schools and districts.

Program-based 
only (1 state)

Wisconsin is the only state that relies extensively on program-based allocations. 
The state does not use a base amount. The categories of students considered in 
Wisconsin’s funding policy are certain low-income students and students in high-
poverty districts, students in bilingual education programs, students with disabilities, 
students identified as gifted, students enrolled in career and technical education 
programs, and students in sparsely populated districts.

Hybrid– Student 
and Resource  
(7 states)

Louisiana has a hybrid funding formula, incorporating both resource-based and 
student-based elements. It assigns a cost to the education of a student with no 
special needs or services, called a base amount, and provides increased funding 
to educate specific categories of students. The categories of students generating 
supplemental funding in Louisiana are students in certain grade levels, English 
language learners, students from low-income households, students with disabilities, 
students identified as gifted, students enrolled in career and technical education 
programs, and students in small school districts. It also provides funding allocations 
for specific resource costs, including certain staff and operating costs.

Hybrid – Student 
and Program  
(2 states)

South Carolina has a hybrid funding formula that incorporates both student-based 
calculations and extensive program-based allocations. It assigns a cost to the 
education of a student with no special needs or services, called a base amount, 
and provides increased funding to educate specific categories of students. The 
categories of students considered in South Carolina’s funding policy are students 
in certain grade levels, English language learners, students from low-income 
households, students with disabilities, students identified as gifted, and students 
enrolled in career and technical education programs.

No formula  
(2 states)

Illinois and Pennsylvania allocate the bulk of state education funds based  
on historical allocations. In Illinois a small portion of funds are allocated via  
a resource-based model, and in Pennsylvania a small portion are allocated  
via a student-based model.

Source: Education Northwest’s review of EdBuld’s (2025) analysis of state budget policy.
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Student mental health services can come from a diverse set of federal and state sources (figure A1).

Figure A1. State funding sources for student mental health

 

Source: From Rafa et al., 2021.

Federal Sources State Sources

State Funding for Student Mental health

Specific state 
appropriations

Every Student 
Succeeds Act

Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services

U.S. Department 
of Education

U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services

Grant  
programs

Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services 
Administration Grants

Centers for  
Disease Control and 
Prevention Grants

School funding 
models

Earmarked tax 
revenue


	From Patchwork to Purpose
	Executive Summary
	Introduction
	Adequate, Equitable, Transparent, and Sustainable Funding in High School Alternatives
	Conclusion
	References
	Appendix A. Summary of Education Funding Models




