
Lamorinda’s public schools are
grappling with the impact of signif-
icant reductions in State funding.
The How it Works series shifts
gears to take a look at how our pub-
lic schools are financed.

“Schools in Lamorinda are

among the lowest funded

in the State,” states Nancy Vandell,

Vice President of Education and

Legislation for the 32nd District

PTA. This seems incongruent with

the high education levels of adult

residents, the high property values

of the homes, and the emphasis

placed on education in these com-

munities. Although Lamorinda’s

public schools have historically

been quite successful at bridging

the State funding gap, cuts to edu-

cation funding over the past three

years have caused local school dis-

tricts to eliminate people and pro-

grams. 

To the most involved parent

or education savvy individual,

school finance in California is com-

plex and convoluted. This article

will provide an overview of some

of the basics of the process.

Revenue Limits: Prior to

1972, local public schools were

funded in large part by local prop-

erty taxes. This created a disparity

in funding among districts

statewide that was deemed uncon-

stitutional (Serrano vs. Priest is the

now landmark case.) In response,

the legislature pooled local property

taxes to fund all public schools in

the State.

Revenue limits, the amount

the State provides a school district,

were established based on the per

pupil spending in a district at that

time. Lamorinda schools were on

the low end of the spending scale,

so going forward they received less

State education dollars as compared

to many other schools. Over time,

there has been some equalization of

State funding to school districts. At

this point, Lamorinda schools an-

nually receive $25 to $50 per stu-

dent, less than 90% of the state

average according to Vandell. State

education funding in Lamorinda is,

at the minimum, 10% less than the

State average.

Proposition 98: A full under-

standing of all the complexities of

the ballot initiative, which was

passed in 1988, eludes most. Es-

sentially, Proposition 98 committed

the State to spending 40% of the

general fund on K through 14

schools. When the State’s revenues

go up, schools benefit; as revenues

decline, schools receive less fund-

ing.

Funding Sources: Typically

in California, about 60% of school

revenues come from the State

(mainly income and sales tax rev-

enue), about 23% are from local

property taxes, and federal funds

contribute about 10%. The State

lottery contributes less than 2% to

school funding statewide. The lot-

tery’s annual contribution to Contra

Costa County represents 1.3% of

the funding public schools receive.

Local and miscellaneous sources,

including parcel taxes and contri-

butions from foundations and indi-

viduals, comprise the rest. The

specific distribution of funding

sources in Lamorinda schools may

differ; each district has its own

combination of federal, state, and

local sources.

Local Revenue: Around

1986, local jurisdictions were given

the power to enact local taxes—at a

flat rate per parcel—for any pur-

pose designated on the ballot. The

bar for passage of the parcel tax was

set high at a 2/3 threshold. All of the

public school districts in Lamor-

inda’s K through 12 schools have a

parcel tax that contributes to their

revenue stream.

School facilities bonds can

also be passed in a local election.

These bond measures can only be

used for improving the school fa-

cilities (e.g., fixing the roof, resur-

facing the pool, upgrading the

technology infrastructure), and the

amount per taxpayer varies de-

pending upon the assessed value of

his/her property. 

With the passage of Proposi-

tion 39 in 2000, the voter threshold

for facilities bonds was reduced to

55%. In November of 2008, local

voters passed Measure E, a $93

million facilities bond for the

Acalanes Union High School Dis-

trict (AUHSD) earmarked for in-

frastructure projects at the District's

four traditional high schools, reno-

vations and expansions at the Adult

Education Center, and a 10-year

technology fund.

Expenses: The large majority

of school district expenses are re-

lated to the salaries and benefits of

the classified employees, teachers,

other certificated staff, and admin-

istrators. For the AUHSD, 86% of

the budget goes toward these

staffing expenses.

There is much more to school

finance in California. Subsequent

segments of the How it Works se-

ries will work to provide further in-

formation on the complexities of

this process. Next up in the How it
Works series will be a guide to

LAFCOs (local agency formation

commissions).
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Speakers included tax campaign or-

ganizers, the President of the

Teacher’s Union and students from

Acalanes High School’s Save Our

Schools (SOS) Club.  Joni Avery,

co-chair of the tax campaign,

opened the hearing by voicing her

concerns regarding the amount of

the parcel tax, noting that the tax

must be sufficient to offset the costs

of financing a proper campaign but

not so high as to seem unreasonable

and fail to garner the required two-

thirds  supermajority of votes

needed for approval.  The Board

agreed on the final amount of $112

which is supported by survey re-

sults and voter trend analysis.

Avery hopes community residents,

especially those without children

who are swing voters, will realize

that passing a parcel tax to maintain

the quality of the district’s schools

benefits everyone and keeps prop-

erty values high.  

SOS representative Michaela

Tarpey also addressed the Board

and pledged student support.  “Our

main goal is to help pass the parcel

tax,” she declared.  Teachers Union

President  Jen Nickl  assured the

Board that teachers, counselors, li-

brarians and nurses will be an “ac-

tive and involved group… we will

be a very authentic voice talking

about how critically central this

[tax] is going to be for our schools.”

Board Clerk Tom Mul-

vaney warned that this tax will

not ultimately save the district if

deep cuts in educational spending

continue to be made by the state.

He urged the community to work

together to preserve AUHSD’s

status as the best high school dis-

trict in California.
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