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enrolled in the summer program. For 2005–06, the state appropriated

$387 million to fund VPK and be able to pay the providers the stip-

ulated $2,500 per child for the 147,000 youngsters that are estimated

to participate in the school year and summer programs.18

Class-Size Reduction (and the 65 Percent Classroom Spending Rule)

Another citizen-initiated constitutional amendment passed in 2002 re-

quired that the legislature provide enough funding to reduce class sizes

by the 2011 school year. According to this amendment, the number

of students in core-curricula courses should not exceed 18 in pre-

kindergarten through grade 3, 22 in grades 4 through 8, and 25 in

grades 9 through 12.

Since the implementation of this amendment started in 2003, the

average size of classes has dropped four students (from 23 to 19 in

2005–06) for pre-kindergarten through 3rd grade, three students (from

24 to 21) for 4th through 8th grade, and half a student (from 24.1 to

23.6) for 9th through 12th grade. These three-year reductions have

come at a price. About $3 billion of state funds have been spent for

this purpose, and this is just a small portion of the estimated fiscal

impact of the class size reduction amendment. The Legislature’s Of-

fice of Economic and Demographic Research estimated in 2002 that

the state’s cumulative costs through 2010 would range from $20 bil-

lion to $27.5 billion, in 2002 dollars.19

In the 2006 legislative session, some legislators attempted to

weaken the class-size requirements in exchange for the implementa-

tion of an alternative education policy. The proposed bill, if it had

passed the senate and had been approved by the majority of the voters

in November of 2006, would have required school districts to spend

18. Chester E. Finn Jr. examines the strengths and challenges of Florida’s vol-

untary pre-kindergarten program in chapter 12.

19. Office of Economic and Demographic Research, Florida Legislature, “Fiscal

Impact Statements,” June 27, 2002 Revenue Estimating Conference.
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at least 65 percent of their operating budgets on classroom expenses

such as teacher salaries, computers, and textbooks. In exchange, the

class-size amendment would have been relaxed. Compliance with the

class-size requirements would have been determined by school district

averages rather than for each individual classroom, thereby allowing

administrators greater flexibility in the allocation of staff resources.20

The costs and benefits of the mandated class size requirement and the

failed classroom spending proposal are explored in the upcoming

chapters.21

Expenditures

Most of the above-mentioned education reforms and policies intro-

duced in Florida in the last few years have come with additional fi-

nancial support. A�, for example, provided funding to supply tech-

nical and financial assistance to “D” and “F” schools, to award high

performing and improving schools, to help students read on grade

level, to help students meet promotion standards, to help teachers meet

high standards, and to reward teachers for National Board Certifica-

tion, among others.22

For the 2007 school year, the legislature has appropriated $18.26

billion of state and local funds for K–12 operational expenditures. This

means an increase of almost $8 billion, or 73 percent, since 1999.

Because enrollment has also grown significantly during this period,

the per-pupil allocation augment is a more modest 51 percent. Figure

20. Although this bill was not passed, another bill introducing some flexibility in

the compliance of the constitutional requirement did. Since the 2006 legislative ses-

sion, each teacher assigned to a classroom is to be used in the calculation of class

sizes.

21. Herbert J. Walberg analyses the effects and implementation difficulties of class

size reduction in chapter 13 and Paul T. Hill and Marguerite Roza study alternative

strategies to focus resources on the classroom in chapter 14.

22. Other additional funds were distributed for school safety programs, for text

books and instructional materials, and to cover shortfalls in construction funds.
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Figure 5. K–12 State and Local Funding and Enrollment, 1999–2007
Source: Florida Education Finance Program Calculations from the Office of Funding

and Financial Reporting of the Florida Department of Education.

Note: 2006 data are fourth, not final, calculations; and 2007 data are from the final

conference report.

5 shows the amount of local and state funds directed towards K–12

in the last 8 years (left side of the graph), as well as the number of

students enrolled (right side of the graph).

Despite those increases, Florida’s school reforms have been exe-

cuted without greatly increasing financial costs for the state, an ap-

proach that is in keeping with the traditions of the Sunshine State,

which has long attracted Americans in their retirement years. Almost

18 percent of its population is 65 years old or over, as compared to

the national average of 12 percent. Many of these retirees live on fixed

incomes and resist tax increases. For example, Florida is one of the

few states without personal income taxes. As a result, Florida has

never been among the top education spending states in the country,

and besides the funding increases of the last years, this remains true
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now. Florida’s per pupil expenditures were below the national average

in 1999 and were still below average by 2003, the last year for which

national data are available. According to Education Week, Florida’s

per-pupil expenditures adjusted for regional cost differences were of

$5,829 for the 1999 school year and of $6,439 for the 2003 school

year, while the national average were of $6,168 and $8,041, respec-

tively.23

The Future of School Reform

In the last eight years, Jeb Bush’s administration has introduced a

wide number of innovations in the Floridian education system. It has

held schools and students accountable for their performance, reward-

ing or penalizing them accordingly. It has expanded the charter school

movement, allowed for virtual schools to be formed, and created

school choice programs for a variety of underserved populations.

Through the “Just Read, Florida!” initiative, it has made reading a

priority in the schools, providing training and funding to reinforce

reading instruction. With the intent to attract, retain, and reward high

quality teachers, it has raised teacher certification standards, reduced

the barriers into the profession, and proposed a groundbreaking merit

pay system. Meanwhile, Floridian voters have, through constitutional

amendments, mandated free access to pre-kindergarten programs and

the reduction of class sizes. Spending levels have increased and the

trends of student achievement and graduation rates are upwards.

In addition, the 2006 legislature approved a bill commonly known

as A�� with a wide range of education reform policy initiatives.

These initiatives include middle and high school reform, revision of

each one of the Sunshine State Standards (paralleling the revision of

the Reading/Language Arts standards that is still in process), and dif-

23. Education Week, “Quality Counts 2000: Who Should Teach?,” vol.19, no. 18

(April 2001); and, Education Week, “Quality Counts at 10: A Decade of Standards-

Based Education,” vol. 25, no. 17 (January 2006).
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ferentiated pay for both instructional personnel and school-based ad-

ministrators. Although much has been done, many challenges remain

ahead. Whoever holds the Governor’s office next will have to make

education a top priority if Florida’s education system is to continue

improving.

As one of the pioneering states in education reform, Florida’s

experience provides a myriad of valuable lessons of what does and

does not work for those concerned with improving the public school

system in America. In the chapters that follow, each of the policies

introduced in Florida in the last eight years will be subjected to in-

depth analysis. We will find out how a state with such a complex

population as Florida has managed, through innovative avenues, to

increase its student performance even though its per pupil expendi-

tures remained below the national average. And we will be provided

with numerous suggestions as to ways in which education reform can

continue to be moved forward in the years to come.


