
Overview

Georgia’s school districts are struggling against a relentless financial squeeze. The Georgia Legislature cut billions in state 
funding for public schools in recent years, while plunging property values drove down the main local source of revenue, 
the property tax. Meanwhile, the number of low-income students is soaring, putting additional demands on school 
resources. These forces combine to put tremendous strain on districts at a time when they are working to lift student 
achievement to higher levels than ever. 

Ultimately, these changes threaten the state’s economy because attracting high-wage employers requires a large 
well-educated and highly skilled workforce. Without new funds to invest in schools, educators will find it difficult, if not 
impossible, to reach the ambitious goals policymakers have set for improving educational outcomes in Georgia and 
attracting more employers to the state.

•	 Lawmakers are shortchanging school districts by $633 per student this school year by providing less funding than 
called for under the Quality Basic Education program, the primary source of state money for public schools

•	 State funding per student dropped an average of 15.3 percent from 2002 to 2014, in inflation-adjusted dollars.

•	 Local school district property values plunged an average of 17.5 percent in 132 of the state’s 180 school districts 
from 2008 to 2012.

Georgia’s Changing Student Population: More Students in Poverty

More than one million children from low-income families are enrolled in Georgia’s public schools this fall. In the 
2012-2013 school year, 60 percent of Georgia’s students qualified for free and reduced-price school lunches since 
their families were financially needy.1 These students also are more likely to require additional help with reading, 
math and other subjects than their peers from higher income families. 

The number of low-income students grew considerably over the past decade. Since the 2002-2003 school year, the 
proportion of Georgia students participating in the federal free and reduced-price lunch program climbed from 45 
percent to 60 percent. Seventy districts saw increases of 15 percent or more and of these, 11 saw leaps of at least 
25 percent.

In 59 of the state’s 180 school districts, more than 3 in 4 of the students are economically disadvantaged. Table 1 
lists the 20 districts with the highest percentages of low-income students, determined by federal lunch program 
participation.
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Funding Georgia’s Schools: Where the Money Comes From
Georgia’s public schools have two primary sources of funding: the state’s general fund and local property taxes. The federal 
government provides a small portion of the money, nearly 9 percent in the 2012 fiscal year, the most recent year available. The 
state contributed about 49 percent and local funds covered nearly 42 percent that year.2  This is a shift from the recent past, 
when the state covered a larger share of the cost of public education. In the 2002 fiscal year, state dollars paid for about 56 
percent of the total cost of public education, while local funding accounted for 38 percent and federal dollars covered less than 
6 percent.  

The state’s general fund is built primarily from income tax revenue. Most state dollars are distributed to school districts through 
the Quality Basic Education (QBE) formula, approved by lawmakers in 1985. The formula takes account of total enrollment 
and student characteristics, such as the number of students in special education classes, to calculate the amount each district 
requires to provide a quality education to its students. 

Each school district has homes and other property that may be taxed to generate money for its schools. Only 40 percent of 
the value of each property is taxed. The state requires districts to set a tax rate—called a millage rate—of at least 5 percent. 
Millage rates are capped at 20 percent, though a small number of districts are exempt from the cap.3   In addition district 
leaders can set millage rates above 20 if voters approve.

District Name Percent
F&R Lunch 

1. Baker County 100%

2. Quitman County 100%

3. Warren County 100%

4. Clay County 97.7%

5. Taliaferro County 94.0%

6. Stewart County 93.6%

7. Dooly County 92.5%

8. Calhoun County 92.4%

9. Randolph County 90.3%

10. Talbot County 89.7%

11. Twiggs County 87.2%

12. Clayton County 86.5%

13. Jefferson County 86.1%

14. Atkinson County 84.9%

15. Evans County 84.1%

16. Sumter County 83.9%

17. Burke County 83.8%

18. Brooks County 83.4%

19. Terrell County 83.2%

20. Dougherty County 82.3%

Table 1  Confronting Poverty:
Districts Serving the Highest Percentage

of Low-Income Students, Fiscal Year 2013
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Twelve Years of Cuts: The State’s Disinvestment in Public Education

Since 2003, the Legislature underfunded schools every year. The QBE formula calculated the specific amount that each 
district needed to provide a quality education to its students, but the Legislature failed to provide that amount. Since 
2010, Georgia spent $1 billion less on public education each year than the state’s own formula says schools need.

QBE Formula Cuts Continue for the 2013-2014 School Year

For the 2013-2014 school year, the Legislature gave districts $1.05 billion less than the QBE formula calls for.4  If districts 
received full funding, they would have $633 more on average for each full-time equivalent (FTE) student. In a class of 
25 students, that’s a loss of $15,825. That money could be used to provide teacher training, support the development of 
coursework so students can meet new performance standards in English and math, purchase technology that enables 
more individualized instruction, or simply to make sure every student has books and other learning material.  

Many districts are losing much more than $633 per student. QBE funding is down by $700 or more per student in 62 
districts. Table 2 lists the districts with the largest reduction per FTE student. The column on the right shows in all but one 
of the districts coping with budget cuts, the majority of students come from families with income low enough to qualify 
for the federal lunch program.

Table 2   20 Districts With the Largest QBE Cut Per Student
District Name QBE Cut 

per Student
% Free & 
Reduced  
Lunch 
Students

1. Taliaferro County -$890 94.0%

2. Trion CIty -$875 43.3%

3. Atkinson County -$816 84.9%

4. Pelham City -$807 79.4%

5. Floyd County -$804 58.5%

6. Bacon County -$796 67.2%

7. Madison County -$794 63.6%

8. Chattahoochee County -$790 67.5%

9. Webster County -$788 75.3%

10. Irwin County -$786 69.9%

11. Montgomery County -$772 80.4%

12. Haralson County -$769 66.2%

13. Bleckley County -$769 60.1%

14. Commerce City -$769 61.8%

15. Jenkins County -$767 76.6%

16. Clay County -$764 97.7%

17. Social Circle City -$762 51.0%

18. Turner County -$761 80.2%

19. Ware County -$759 69.0%

20. Stephens County -$757 62.4%
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Decade-Long Squeeze Costs Georgia Schools $7.6 Billion

The cumulative shortfall in QBE funding since 2003 is massive—$7.6 billion. No district is spared, and the cuts 
have been applied without regard to the needs of students or the ability of districts to raise more money locally. The 
districts with the largest cumulative cuts in QBE funding are shown in Table 3. Because the QBE formula is based 
on student enrollment, these districts include the largest in the state.

District Name Cumulative Cut
2003-2014

1. Gwinnett County -$738,868,163

2. Cobb County -$491,296,767

3. Dekalb County -$443,673,184

4. Fulton County -$330,847,187

5. Clayton County -$233,042,250

6. Henry County -$182,324,928

7. Atlanta City -$178,928,794

8. Cherokee County -$172,784,196

9. Muscogee County -$163,552,067

10. Richmond County -$159,017,814

11. Chatham County -$143,259,340

12. Forsyth County -$138,104,778

13. Houston County -$131,384,559

14. Paulding County -$127,680,692

15. Hall County -$113,894,160

16. Douglas County -$113,670,720

17. Bibb County -$104,584,828

18. Columbia County -$104,584,828

19. Fayette County -$103,015,919

20. Coweta County -$99,633,926

Table 3   20 Districts with Largest Cumulative QBE Cuts Since 2003
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State Financial Support in Decline

The Legislature’s failure to fully fund the QBE formula results in fewer state dollars going into public schools for students. 
State funding per FTE student is 15.3 percent lower on average in fiscal year 2014 than in 2002 in inflation-adjusted 
dollars. In 44 districts state funding by the same measure fell by 25 percent or more. Table 4 shows that 20 districts with 
the largest percentage loss of state money are also home to high percentages of low-income students. 

In addition to these funding cuts, the state ended its contribution to the cost of health insurance for districts’ bus 
drivers, cafeteria workers, maintenance workers and other non-teaching staff in the 2012 fiscal year after several 
years of decreases. As a result, districts are spending much more to provide health insurance for these employees. 
In the 2011 fiscal year, districts spent $246 per month for each of these non-teaching employees.5 In the 2012 fiscal 
year, that rose to $296 and in 2013 to $446. In the current school year, districts are spending $596 per month for 
these employees and next year they are slated to spend $746. 

The deep cuts in state funding and increased local responsibility for the cost of health insurance are compounded by the 
plummet in property values brought on by the Great Recession.

District Name % Change State 
Revenue per FTE
2002-20124

% Free and
Reduced Lunch

1. Greene County -65.5% 72.0%

2. Quitman County -38.6% 100.0%

3. Dublin City -38.2% 77.2%

4. Baker County -38.1% 100.0%

5. Towns County -36.4% 57.3%

6. Rabun County -35.4% 68.6%

7. Fannin County -34.7% 63.8%

8. Putnam County -34.5% 80.3%

9. Glynn County -34.1% 62.9%

10. Randolph County -33.9% 90.3%

11. Baldwin County -33.7% 80.2%

12. Vidalia City -32.5% 65.7%

13. Talbot County -32.4% 89.7%

14. Stewart County -32.0% 93.6%

15. Hancock County -33.2% 68.7%

16. Miller County -31.9% 73.0%

17. McIntosh County -31.7% 80.5%

18. Meriwether County -31.7% 80.8%

19. Warren County -31.5% 100.0%

20. Bulloch County -31.4% 62.4%

Table 4  Districts with the Largest Declines in State Funding Per Student
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Property Values: A Shrinking Pool of Money for Schools

Nearly 3 in 4 school districts, 132 across Georgia, saw the value of the tax digest, or taxable property values,  slide 
between 2008 and 2012, the most recent year available. The average decline for these districts during the period was 
17.5 percent. For many districts, the collapse in property values was significantly worse than the average as indicated by 
Table 5, which lists the 20 districts with the largest decreases in tax digest.

District Name % Decline
in Tax Digest
2008-2012

1. Gilmer County -41.9%

2. Morgan County -36.3%

3. Paulding County -36.3%

4. Newton County -34.1%

5. Henry County -31.8%

6. Barrow County -30.4%

7. Taliaferro County -30.4%

8. Clayton County -29.8%

9. Walton County -29.8%

10. Jasper County -29.7%

11. Lumpkin County -29.2%

12. Dawson County -28.6%

13. Chattooga County -28.3%

14. DeKalb County -27.3%

15. Cherokee County -25.6%

16. Glynn County -25.4%

17. Quitman County -25.2%

18. Gwinnett County -23.5%

19. Douglas County -22.6%

20. Fayette County -22.3%

Table 5  Districts with the Biggest Drop in Taxable Property Value
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Fewer Local Resources for Students

Students are bearing the brunt of the squeeze brought on by declining property values. Table 6 below ranks the districts 
with the steepest declines in the value of the tax digests for each student.  The average decrease across the state from 
2008 to 2012 was 16 percent. Some districts saw much steeper declines, particularly ones that simultaneously gained 
more students. 

District Name % Decline
in Tax Digest
Per FTE
2008-2012

1. Quitnam County -46.4%

2. Gilmer County -42.3%

3. Paulding County -39.4%

4. Morgan County -36.9%

5. Barrow County -34.3%

6. Newton County -34.3%

7. Henry County -33.3%

8. Walton County -32.9%

9. Forsyth County -30.6%

10. Jasper County -30.6%

11. Dawson County -30.2%

12. Cherokee County -30.2%

13. Lumpkin County -29.0%

14. Buford City -28.2%

15. Clayton County -27.5%

16. Gwinnett County -26.7%

17. Glynn County -26.3%

18. Carrollton City -25.9%

19. DeKalb County -25.7%

20. Gainesville City -23.5%

Table 6  Districts with the Largest Decline in the Tax Digest per Student
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Land-Poor Districts Cope With Fewer Local Revenue Options

Declining property values are a significant financial challenge for all Georgia school districts. But making up for years 
of state cuts is hardest in districts with fewer local sources to tap. The average value of a district’s tax digest per FTE 
student in 2012 was $181,130. Many districts, however, were well above this or far below as shown in Table 7. Those 
districts with higher property wealth are able to generate more money locally for schools than districts on the low end of 
the scale.5  

Local Millage Rates Bump the Ceiling

Most school districts offset the recent plunge in property values and state funding cuts by raising millage rates. From 
2008 to 2012, 121 districts raised rates. From 2003, when the legislature began cutting the QBE formula, to 2012, 
138 districts raised rates. 

Increasing millage rates helps some. Adjusted for inflation, local revenue per FTE student rose in 144 districts from 
the last year of full funding for the QBE formula in 2002 to 2012. In most districts, local revenue per FTE student was 
lower by nearly 12 percent on average in 2012 than it was in 2008.

Squeezed by ongoing cuts in state funding and declining property values, many districts are already near or above 
the 20 percent millage rate cap. A district can go above the cap if it wins voter approval or is a city district. In 2012, 
63 districts approved millage rates of 17 percent or higher. Of those:

•	 11 districts approved rates of 20 percent or above.
•	 14 districts approved rates between 19 and 19.9 percent.
•	 18 districts approved rates between 18 and 18.9 percent.
•	 20 districts had rates between 17 and 17.9 percent.

District Name Highest Tax 
Digest
Per FTE
2012

District Name Lowest Tax 
Digest
Per FTE
2012

1. Rabun County $719,342 1. Pelham County $31,614

2. Towns County $684,156 2. Trion City $56,672

3. Greene County $656,155 3. Chattahoochee County $72,712

4. Putnam County $488,606 4. Atkinson County $77,429

5. Dalton County $488,588 5. Chickamauga County $77,663

6. Gainesville City $471,784 6. Schley County $77,810

7. Union City $466,382 7. Social Circle City $79,703

8. Burke County $440,596 8. Brantley County $87,002

9. Atlanta City $432,653 9. Jeff Davis County $88,086

10. Decatur City $381,819 10. Lanier County $90,734

Table 7  Districts with the Highest and Lowest Value of Taxable Property per Student 
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Table 8 shows the 20 districts with the largest decline in local funding per FTE student. Sixteen of them increased millage 
rates between 2003 and 2012. Eleven of the 20 districts set rates of 18 percent or higher in 2012. This leaves them with 
very limited ability to raise additional local dollars to offset state cuts or any further declines in property values.   

State Lawmakers Hand School Districts Unfunded Mandates

The massive withdrawal of state financial support for public education in Georgia poses an enormous challenge to school 
districts and undermines efforts to raise student achievement. This may set Georgia even further behind other states in 
the race to develop a highly skilled workforce that can attract and support industries with high-paying jobs.

State leaders have launched far-reaching initiatives with the potential to improve teaching and student achievement, 
but have not provided enough money to carry them out. For example, Georgia is pursuing two new initiatives, the 
success of which requires high-quality professional development for teachers: the implementation of new, more rigorous 
performance standards in English Language Arts and math, along with a new teacher evaluation system. Yet funding for 
teacher training has been reduced. 

Table 8  Districts with the Highest and Lowest Value of Taxable Property per Student 

District Name % Change
Local Revenue
Per FTE
2002-2012

Millage
Rate 
2012

Change in 
millage rates
2008-2012

1. Trion City -33.5% 5.7 0.39

2. Ware County -31.6% 16.7 1.47

3. Gainesville County -31.0% 7.6 0.58

4. Jeff Davis County -24.1% 12.8 0.00

5. Forsyth County -22.8% 16.3 0.80

6. Dalton City -21.3% 7.8 -0.51

7. Whifield County -21.1% 18.8 2.59

8. Gwinnett County -20.0% 19.3 0.38

9. Carrollton City -17.9% 19.2 2.69

10. Barrow County -16.2% 18.5 -0.40

11. Newton County -15.4% 20.0 2.79

12. Appling County -15.1% 15.0 -0.18

13. Glascock County -13.9% 15.4 1.18

14. Henry County -13.2% 20.0 1.10

15. Banks County -12.4% 14.5 0.76

16. Paulding County -12.4% 18.9 2.50

17. Walton County -12.0% 19.3 2.28

18. Fulton County -11.8% 18.5 0.74

19. Douglas County -11.6% 19.8 0.08

20. Clayton County -10.4% 20.0 1.08
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Technology plays an increasingly important role today in instruction and learning, but the state’s small investment in it is 
behind the times. Many schools do not have adequate Internet access. As a result, students can’t use new online tests, 
which better assess their knowledge, and have limited access to online learning programs. Many also lack the means to 
use the latest technology to improve student engagement and help teachers provide more individualized instruction.

Small class sizes help children learn better in early grades, particularly low-income students. But state education officials 
waived class size limits because of the economic downturn and most districts responded by increasing them. Leading 
states and school districts are extending the school day and year to provide music, art and other enrichment and remedial 
support for students, a strategy common in high-performing charter schools. In Georgia, though, most districts shortened 
the school calendar in the face of state budget cuts.

School district leaders recognize education is an essential investment for the future of students and their communities. 
They have increased local revenue and are stretching local resources to the limit. 

State policymakers should demonstrate an equal commitment to the education of Georgia’s children. They have set 
higher expectations for students so that they will be truly prepared for postsecondary study and to enter the competitive 
workforce of the 21st century’s global economy. They have outlined promising policies intended to get students there. 
They now must provide all of the resources students need to meet these expectations. Anything less shortchanges 
Georgia’s students and leaves the state with a greatly diminished future. 

Endnotes
1The most recent data on the percentage of students enrolled in the federal Free and Reduced Lunch program is from the 2012-2013 school year.

2 Georgia Department of Education. Local, State and Federal Revenue Report Fiscal Year 2012. http://app.doe.k12.ga.us/ows-bin/owa/fin_pack 
revenue.entry_form. Retrieved August 10, 2013.

3 The millage rate cap of 20 mills was set in the Georgia Constitution of 1983. City school districts, however, are exempt from the cap as are those 
districts whose millage rates were above 20 when the Constitution was passed. (Ross Rubenstein and David Sjoquist, Financing Georgia’s Schools: A 
Primer. Fiscal Research Center, Georgia State University, 2003. http://aysps.gsu.edu/sites/default/files/documents/frc/report87.pdf) In 2012, the most 
recent year available, there were five districts with millage rates above 20: Atlanta City, Decatur City, DeKalb County, Muscogee County and Rockdale 
County. 

4The $1.05 billion cut in QBE funds does not include QBE funds cut from state charter schools. The total cut in QBE funds, including state charters, is 
$1.06 billion for fiscal year 2014.

5Badertscher, Nancy & Tagami, Ty., School systems hit by insurance costs, Atlanta Journal Constitution. February 12, 2012. http://www.ajc.com/news

news/state-regional-govt-politics/school-systems-hit-by-insurance-costs/nQRGN/ Retrieved September 11, 2013. 
  
6The state addresses the disparity in the amount of local revenue that districts can raise through the QBE Equalization program. This program 
sends supplemental funds to districts with low property wealth. These funds reduce but do not eliminate the differences in local funding. In the 201  
legislative session, the Legislature significantly cut funding for the program.
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Appendix A:  Report Methodology

The Georgia Budget and Policy Institute (GBPI) analyzed data from the Georgia Department of Education (DOE) and the 
Georgia Department of Revenue in the development of this report. Data from state charter schools are not included in the 
analysis because the report’s purpose is to examine funding for school districts. 

At GBPI’s request,  DOE provided data on the Quality Basic Education (QBE) cut, or austerity reduction, for each district 
from the 2003 fiscal year through 2014. GBPI used the data to calculate the cumulative QBE cut for each district, as well 
as the QBE cut per full-time equivalent (FTE) student for the 2013-2014 school year. 

In addition, DOE provided state funding information for each district for fiscal years 2002 and 2014, also at GBPI’s 
request. GBPI used these numbers to calculate the change in state funding per district during those years. For both years, 
funding includes QBE formula earnings, Equalization, categorical grants, (e.g. sparsity grants), as well as other funding. 
Other funding includes nursing, which was not a QBE categorical grant in 2002 but was placed under the QBE umbrella in 
the 2012 legislative session. Direct payments to the Georgia Department of Community Health (DCH) were not subtracted 
from the fiscal year 2014 total. These are payments DOE has made since the 2013 fiscal year to DCH on behalf of school 
districts. They cover districts’ cost for the participation of their certified employees in the State Health Benefit Plan. Money 
for these payments is included in a district’s QBE earnings. Prior to 2013, DOE distributed this money to districts, which in 
turn sent it to DCH. The state funding per district for both 2002 and 2014 compared in this report include state dollars for 
the participation of districts’ certified employees in the State Health Benefit Plan. 

Data on local funding are from the Revenue Reports prepared by DOE. The department is also the source for data on 
student participation in the federal free and reduced lunch program as well as full-time equivalent student enrollment. 
These reports are on the department’s website. Enrollment data is used in calculating per FTE student QBE cut, state 
funding, tax digest and local funding. 

In calculating the change in state and local funding, GBPI adjusted 2002 data for inflation using information from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics of the U.S. Department of Labor, Consumer Price Index, All Urban Consumers. 

The Department of Revenue provided tax digest and millage rate data for 2003, 2008 and 2012, at GBPI’s request. These 
numbers are used to calculate the change in tax digest, tax digest per FTE student and millage rates.  


