
Chapter 70 School Funding FAQ

This summary is provided to answer some 
frequently asked questions about Chapter 70 
state aid. It is based on information from the 

Mass. Department of Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education and the Mass 
Budget and Policy Center. Please note 
this is not an “official” guide, it has 
been prepared in cooperation with Rep. 
Cutler, Rep. Diehl and Senator Brady as a 
service to their constituents. 

WhAt iS ChApter 70 Aid? Chapter 
70 aid is the common name for state aid 

distributed to our schools throughout Massachusetts. 
Chapter 70 aid flows directly to each school district, 
whereas Unrestricted General Government Aid 
(UGGA) -- the other major source of local aid for 
our cities and towns -- can be used for general 
government services.

hoW iS ChApter 70 SChool Aid 
diStributed?  Chapter 70 state aid is 
distributed to school districts based on set funding 
formulas. Through the annual budget 
process the State Legislature 
and the Governor set the overall 
amount of Chapter 70 funds (the 
total appropriation, or how big the 
pie is), but the specific distribution 
to individual school districts (the 
apportionment, or how big each 
slice is) is determined by formula 
and is non-discretionary.  

WhAt iS the ChApter 70 
Funding FormulA bASed 
on? At its core the Chapter 70 
formula is based on something 
called the Foundation Budget, 

which is designed to be a “model school budget” 
that quantifies the minimum level of funding for 
each school district. The goal of the formula is to 
ensure that every district has sufficient resources 
to meet its Foundation Budget spending level, 
through a combination of local property taxes and 
state aid. The  Foundation budget and the local 
Contribution are the two key parts of the formula, 
though there are also some additional wrinkles. 
These terms will be explained further below.

hoW iS the FoundAtion budget 
determined? The Foundation Budget is 
determined by taking the individual student 
population in 14 different enrollment categories and 
multiplying each by the cost rates in 11 different 
program areas. The enrollment categories (full list 
in graph below) are based on student demographics, 
such as how many students in each district are at 
the kindergarten level, elementary, middle school 
or high school. There are additional enrollment 
categories for special needs students, student with 
limited English proficiency, vocational students 
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and low income students. The cost rates are 
broken down by category in areas such as 
administrative costs, classroom teaching 
and enrichment programs, instructional 
equipment, employee benefits, maintenance, 
pupil services and special education tuition. 
There is an additional wage adjustment factor 
to take into account regional differences in 
the labor market.  

WhAt iS the loCAl 
Contribution? The required Local 
Contribution (sometime referred to as 
Target Share) is the minimum amount each 
school district is expected to pay toward its 
Foundation Budget. It is designed to represent 
each community’s “ability to pay” or how 
much local tax revenue a city or town can 
reasonably raise and dedicate to the operation 
of its schools. The amount is set by formula 
and based on a town’s property values and 
aggregate resident income.  Across the state 
there is a wide variation in each community’s 
required Local Contribution. The Chapter 70 
formula is designed to have a cap of 17.5 percent, so 
that no community is asked to fund more than 82.5 
percent of its Foundation Budget. In practice some 
school districts have historically contributed more 
than this amount and there are additional calculations 
designed to bring them in line over time. 

So bASiCAlly our SChool diStriCt’S 
ChApter 70 Amount = FoundAtion 
budget - loCAl Contribution? Yes. 
That’s the formula in a nutshell. There are of course 

some added complexities, but at its core Chapter 70 
aid is designed to fill in the gap between a school 
district’s Foundation Budget and its required Local 
Contribution. 

iS the FoundAtion budget WhAt 
ACtuAlly getS Spent? Not usually. The 
Foundation Budget represents the minimum amount 
required for each school district to provide an adequate 
education, but it is a floor, not a ceiling. Most school 
districts spend above the Foundation level, some by 

quite a large margin. The 
chart above illustrates this 
with two very different 
school districts, Lynn and 
Newton. Newton gets the 
minimum amount of state 
Chapter 70 aid but chooses 
to augment that with local 
spending far above what 
is required. In Lynn, the 
school district receives a 
much higher rate of state aid 
but spends only just above 
the minimum locally. This 
chart is using FY10 figures, 
but the comparison remains 
the same. 



WhAt’S the proCeSS yeAr-to-yeAr 
For CAlCulAting ChApter 70 Aid? Each 
year the Chapter 70 formula takes the prior year’s 
aid amount and recalculates the district’s required 
Local Contribution and its Foundation Budget. If the 
combined amount (prior year + local contribution) is 
less than the Foundation Budget then the district will 
receive additional foundation aid. If the combined 
amount is more than the Foundation Budget, the 
district will usually be held harmless. (i.e. not receive 
less aid, but will not see an increase, except as noted 
in next question.)

To illustrate this process let’s use FY16 data from 
Whitman-Hanson:

FY16 Foundation Budget =   $38,332,360
FY16 Required Local Contribution =   -$16,147,370
FY16 foundation aid =    $22,184,990

Compare the foundation aid amount to the previous 
year’s Chapter 70 amount:

FY15 Chapter 70 aid =   $24,120,485
FY16 foundation aid =   $22,184,990

FY16 foundation aid < FY15 Chapter 70 aid

In this case, the prior year’s Chapter 70 aid amount 
($24.1M) was greater than the FY16 foundation aid 
level ($22.2M). Therefore the district would not 
receive additional foundation aid under this scenario. 
The formula includes a “hold harmless” provision so 
that no school district will see a net reduction in aid 
even if their FY15 amount is higher than their FY16 
foundation aid (78 districts fit this description across 
the state including our example here).    
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Abington 1,952 $18,287,522 $9,368 $12,943,494 $7,423,394 $24,060,492 30.9%
Duxbury 3,165 $28,945,040 $9,145 $24,862,384 $4,782,129 $35,252,611 13.6%
HAnover 2,586 $23,675,036 $9,155 $17,821,949 $6,590,764 $27,813,607 23.7%
Silver lAkeA 1,826 $18,899,966 $10,350 $11,622,559 $7,617,507 $20,636,664 36.9%
MArSHfielD 4,299 $40,490,934 $9,418 $31,137,078 $13,963,368 $46,108,698 30.3%
norwell 2,210 $20,295,768 $9,183 $17,370,172 $3,362,603 $27,779,098 12.1%
PeMbroke 3,252 $30,579,314 $9,403 $18,171,451 $13,095,032 $32,422,580 40.4%
PlyMoutH 8,126 $83,619,257 $10,290 $61,240,645 $23,670,917 $103,910,370 22.8%
rocklAnD 2,253 $23,580,543 $10,466 $12,524,805 $11,055,738 $30,047,300 36.8%
ScituAte 3,035 $27,783,604 $9,154 238,886,438 $5,110,701 $37,376,351 13.7%
wHit-HAnSonA 4,067 $38,173,063 $9,386 $15,278,470 $24,120,485 $41,906,785 57.6%
Source: Mass. Department of Education.  1) Funding level calculated based on specific grades, programs, and demographic characteristics of students. 2) Formula cal-
culated on property values, aggregate resident income and municipal revenue growth factor 3) Figures are actual net school spending, which includes school operating 
expenditures and school portion of shared municipal costs but excludes non-appropriated grants or revolving funds.  4) This is percentage of actual net school spending 
derived from Chapter 70 state aid. A) Regional school districts
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WhAt iS thiS minimum per pupil 
inCreASe? For districts that do not see an increase 
in Chapter 70 aid because of the local contribution 
calculation just described above there is an additional 
factor to assist them. The state attempts to guarantee 
that every school district regardless of their foundation 
budget calculation will receive at least a minimum 
increase per student over the prior fiscal year even if 
their enrollment declines. In FY15 this amount was 
$25 per student. For FY16 Gov. Baker proposed a $20 
per student increase. That amount was later increased 
in the legislature during budget debate and restored 
back to the original $25. 

hoW mAny diStriCtS got minimum 
inCreASe in the Current FiSCAl yeAr? 
For the FY15 school year, 201 school districts 
received the minimum per pupil increase including 
Whitman-Hanson. 

WhAt iS net SChool Spending (nSS)? Net 
school spending is a term used to ensure that each 
school district is spending the required minimum on 
education. It equals Chapter 70 aid plus required Local 
Contribution. The term Actual Net School Spending 
is computed from each district’s financial report 
and includes actual school operating expenditures 
and school portion of shared municipal costs, but 
excludes non-appropriated grants or revolving funds. 
This number will almost always be greater than the 
district’s Foundation Budget.

So hoW muCh oF our SChool budget 
ComeS From ChApter 70 Aid? That 
percentage varies widely across the state based on 
each community’s Local Contribution. For FY15 the 
city of Lawrence was highest with 95% of actual net 
school spending coming from state Chapter 70 aid.  
At the low end of the spectrum there are a handful of 
communities (Chatham, Weston, Dover) getting about 
6% of their school budget from Chapter 70. The chart 
on the previous page includes these figures for our 
area.  
 
Why doeSn’t our FoundAtion budget 
AutomAtiCAlly go up every yeAr?  
The Foundation Budget is purely a mathematical 
calculation derived from multiplying the number 
of students in different age levels by different cost 
categories. There are many factors that can impact 
this equation. A “bubble” of students transitioning 

from middle school to high school could have a major 
impact on the Foundation Budget. Consequently a 
large class of graduating seniors being replaced by a 
smaller kindergarten class could also have a dramatic 
affect. A dip in enrollment from one year to the next or 
an influx of students in a particular “bucket” can also 
have a big impact. 

hoW doeS A deCline in enrollment 
impACt ChApter 70?  For the same reasons our 
Foundation Budget is impacted due to fluctuating 
student enrollment so, too, does Chapter 70 aid. 
This is a particular problem for school districts that 
experience a modest drop in enrollment. Fewer 
students does not always result in costs savings. For 
example, the loss of a dozen students in one grade 
from one year to the next doesn’t mean the district can 
just cut out a whole classroom or lay off a teacher. And 
fixed costs are remain the same. Yet the Foundation 
Budget is still based on the number of students so 
the modest enrollment dip can reduce the rate of aid 
increase, which is the case in Pembroke and Whitman-
Hanson last year.
 
WhAt iS ChApter 90 And hoW doeS thAt 
diFFer From ChApter 70? Chapter 90 is 
the state program to fund local roadway projects. 
It differs from other forms of local aid in that it 
is a reimbursement program. Each city or town is 
allocated a certain amount based on the road miles 
and population of their community. These funds can 
only be used for maintaining, repairing, improving 
and constructing town ways and bridges and other 
qualified road infrastructure needs.

WhAt iS being done to AddreSS 
ChAngeS in the FormulA? During the most 
recent session the Legislature established a Foundation 
Budget Review Commission that is tasked with 
reviewing the way foundation budgets are calculated 
and to make recommendations for potential changes. 
The commission hosted hearings in different parts 
of the state and accepted testimony from the public. 
They have released recommendations for changes to 
the Foundation budget earlier this session which are 
currently being reviewed.  

iS unreStriCted generAl government 
Aid (uggA) the SAme AS lottery Aid? 
Essentially yes. In FY2010 the state combined two 
forms of local aid formerly referred to as Lottery Aid 



and Additional Assistance into one account simply 
called Unrestricted General Government Aid (UGGA) 
These funds are distributed by the same formula and 
flow directly to each city or town. They can be used 
for general municipal expenditures. 

WhAt Are Some other FormS oF loCAl 
Aid? Chapter 70 and UGGA are the two primary 
forms of state aid to our cities and towns. There are 
many other line items that directly or indirectly help 
our towns. Some of these like Veterans Benefit Aid 
or Council on Aging Formula Grants are based on set 
criterion, such as how many veterans or senior citizens 
live in our community. There are other program 
based aid accounts such as Special Education Circuit 
Breaker, Charter School Reimbursement, Kindergarten 
Expansion Grants, Library Aid, Regional School 
Transportation and Homeless Student Transportation. 
 
WhAt elSe CAn the legiSlAture do to 
help our loCAl SChool diStriCtS? 
Our school districts are already among the most 
efficient as evidenced by their low per-pupil spending 
ratios. They could do even more though if we reduced 
the regulatory burden of state education mandates 

and allowed more flexibility, especially for higher 
performing districts. Two bills being considered this 
session would help in that regard:

An Act Establishing an Educational Mandate Task 
Force (HD2070) Sets up an educational mandate 
task force to review existing state mandates on public 
schools and districts and to develop recommendations 
to streamline, consolidate, or eliminate such mandates 
or reporting requirements. 

An Act Related to Unfunded Mandates on Public 
Schools (HD1684) Requires DESE to conduct 
an analysis of all new state laws, regulations, or 
administrative directives; including: 1) the cost these 
laws and directives have on school districts and its 
employees and; 2)the impact they have on time on 
learning in the classroom and overall impact on 
improving student achievement.  

Where elSe CAn i leArn more About 
the ChApter 70 FormulA? The Department 
of Elementary and Secondary Education has a website 
with a great deal of information: www.doe.mass.edu/
finance/chapter70/

Step 1) Governor releases his budget proposal. (January)

Step 2) Ways & Means hearings held. (March/April)

Step 3) House Ways & Means Budget released. Amendments, debate and passage of House Budget 
(April)

Step 4) Senate Ways & Means Budget released. Amendments, debate and passage of Senate Budget 
(May)

Step 5) House-Senate Conference Committee appointed to negotiate and resolve differences 
between the two branches. Final Conference Committee budget approved and sent to Governor. 
(June, though time can vary)

Step 6) Governor’s actions and legislative overrides. Final state budget signed into law. (June/July)

AnnuAl StAte budget proCeSSS

For more inFormAtion...
All state budget documents are posted online at www.malegislature.gov/Budget.

Rep. Josh Cutler, Rep. Geoff Diehl and Sen. Mike Brady welcome your questions, suggestions or feedback. Sen. 
Brady may be reached at 617-722-1200 or Michael.Brady@masenate.gov. Rep. Cutler can be reached at 617-722-
2014 or Josh.Cutler@mahouse.gov, and Rep Diehl can be reached at 617-722-2810 or Geoff.Diehl@mahouse.gov


