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Education Committee Report 

Introduction and Summary of Major Positions 

After more than two decades, the Utah Legislature is still content to let Utah remain at the 
bottom of the states in per pupil funding for public education. We make less effort per individual 
income-tax payer than we did in the 1990s or in previous decades. Our student performance 
rankings are fair-to-middling, and the wide achievement gap for poor and ethnic minority 
children is under-addressed. Does the Utah Legislature fail to understand what an excellent 
public education would provide and why it is essential to our long-term growth and welfare? 

The current school year is a critical one, as Utah works to reopen its economy and respond to the 
multiple needs of its disadvantaged citizens. Schools and their staffs play a key role in the state’s 
economy, and education spending and funding issues are critical to our longer-term social and 
economic recovery. The Utah Legislature showed a deep misunderstanding of the pressing need 
for all income tax revenues to be devoted to public and higher education when it placed 
Constitutional Amendment G on the November ballot. The misleading ballot language asked 
voters if they would allow use of income tax revenue to support children and people with a 
disability. The language made no mention of the existing constitutional protection of income tax 
funds for education. How were voters to know that the expansion of income tax revenues for 
children and people with a disability was simply a shift of the funding source away from sales 
tax revenue and would support ongoing programs such as CHIP (Children’s Health Insurance) 
and social services for individuals with a disability. This seriously flawed proposal, which voters 
passed, is now in the Utah Constitution, where its reversal will be prohibitively difficult. The 
task now is to work aggressively to ensure that the state’s half-hearted commitment to education 
does not slip further. In subsequent pages we document public education needs that support the 
following urgent priorities: 

• Increased spending beyond that for enrollment growth and inflation is more essential 
than ever to meet public education needs for competitive teacher salaries, school support 
services (e.g., mental health counselors, nurses, social workers, paraprofessionals), 
interventions to reduce the achievement gap experienced by poor and minority students, 
reduced class sizes in targeted grades, and improved health/safety practices. 

• Increased pressure on current and future legislatures to honor promises made to the 
educational community to increase statutory funding for 1) annual enrollment growth and 
inflation, 2) basic school programs to increase school quality, and 3) creation of an easily 
tapped rainy day (economic stabilization) fund if/when another recession occurs.  

• Staged investment is required over the coming decade to achieve high-quality preschool 
programs for 3- and 4-year-olds by 2030. Utah needs a fully developed state-funded 
preschool program, not the current sprinkling of underfunded pilot programs that vastly 
underserve the state’s population of at-risk children and place Utah near the bottom of the 
states in providing preschool opportunities.  
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Constitutional Amendment G and Public Education Funding Needs  

In urging voters to pass Constitutional Amendment G, the Utah Legislature claimed that 
education revenue would become more stable. Behind this assertion was its concern that sales 
tax revenue has been growing at a slower pace than income tax revenue. The Legislature 
apparently believes that education has more income tax revenue than it needs and that some 
programs funded out of sales tax revenues should be shifted to income tax revenues. We strongly 
suggest that, for reasons explained below, the constitutional proposal was simply a way for the 
Legislature to avoid the real problem of underfunded schools and underfunded social services for 
children and individuals with a disability. Now that Amendment G has passed, there is much 
work to do to convince them otherwise and a great need to continue to push for better tax 
restructuring and increased revenue from sales tax sources.  

Background. The Utah Constitution earmarked all income tax revenue for schools in 1946,1 after 
the end of WWII, reflecting the need to fund public education as the state’s top priority. A 
modestly progressive income tax with a top rate of 7.75% was adopted in 1975 and lasted until 
2005,2 when a single 5% rate was instituted during the Huntsman Administration.3 The public 
was told that lowering the rate and expanding the base (growing the economy) would raise as 
much money as before. But this did not happen, partially because of the 2008-2009 Great 
Recession. In fact, from 2008 until 2019, school funding did not even meet pre-recession levels, 
let alone enrollment growth and inflation.4 

Other tax changes also produced losses in income tax revenue. In 1996, the state limited the 
amount that local school districts could raise from the state-mandated property tax rate.5 Also, in 
1996, voters approved a constitutional amendment that allowed income tax revenues to be shared 
with higher education. Joining the two education systems may have seemed appropriate, given 
growth of the higher education budget that had cut into social services funding. The result was 
supposed to free up dollars needed for social service programs, but instead the savings were 
allocated primarily to road construction.6  

The losses in public education revenue are reflected in measures of taxpayer effort, an indication 
of a state’s commitment to public education.  In the early and mid-1990s, Utah was ranked in the 
nation’s top fifteen states in the amount of its K-12 operating expenditures as a percent of $1000 
of personal income.7 It is now ranked 38th, helping to explain why Utah’s per-pupil spending is 
currently a staggering $5000 lower than the national average ($7635 compared to the $12,756).8  

These revenue shortfalls in public education produced a loss of an average of $1.2 billion per 
year between 1997-2018!9 These figures make it easy to see why many Utahns question the 
Legislature’s commitment to a first-class education system. The legislative majority seems 
satisfied with just keeping the system running by funding enrollment growth and inflation but not 
meeting accelerating program needs. 



UCC 2020 Education  3 
 

 

How much has the past and current underfunding harmed education? Utah’s parental 
education levels remain above average compared to the nation—a boon for middle class white 
students. Our poverty levels are also among the lowest in the nation.10  Our percent of minority 
students is still comparatively low (although changing rapidly).11 These system characteristics 
should tend to result in higher student performance levels, so one would expect that Utah’s 
student achievement would be well above the national average. And for many years it was. In the 
mid-1990s our fourth and eighth grade students were consistently ranked in the top 15 states on 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). By the mid- to late-2000s, however, 
Utah student rankings had dropped 10-15 places. Although in the past few years Utah’s average 
NAEP scores have increased in reading and math at 4th or 8th grade levels, currently, less than 
25% of graduating seniors meet American College Testing (ACT) composite benchmarks for 
college readiness in English, reading, math, and science—slightly below the national average.12 
Although it is good news that our high school graduation rate has increased and is now at 87.4%, 
it too lags behind the national average for all ethnic groups, including white and Hispanic, when 
disaggregated by ethnicity.13  

Utah now has more than 666,000 K-12 students, 74% non-Hispanic white (the phrase used in the 
statistics) and 26% minority (17% Hispanic).14 Among these demographic shifts are increasing 
numbers of non-English-language learners. When performance is disaggregated by ethnic 
groups, Utah is among the worst 10 states for a growing achievement gap between white students 
and Hispanic, Native American, African American students, and children in poverty.15 

Much of the achievement gap can be attributed not just to language differences but also to deeper 
disadvantages that many children of color and poor children experience. They are more likely to 
experience housing insecurity and residential segregation and to live near environmental hazards. 
They have less access to health care, nutritious food, and quality early childhood learning 
experiences. The pandemic has exposed other problems: thousands of at-risk children lack 
laptops and access to the internet in their homes. Children in low-income and minority families 
are less likely to succeed without significant and consistent supplements to their normal life 
circumstances and opportunities. To reduce the achievement gap, broader social and educational 
interventions, including targeted early childhood programs and high-quality preschool programs 
are essential. 

Politics of Constitutional Amendment G. The Amendment was promoted to the education 
community by tying it to 2020’s House Bill 357,16 which takes effect only if the amendment 
passes. Why didn’t the Legislature pass HB357 without making it conditional on passage of 
Constitutional Amendment G? HB357 represents new and badly needed funds for public 
education, but only conditionally. At what price? 

HB357 intends that the increased basic per pupil funding (weighted pupil unit, WPU) be moved 
from the Education Fund (used for both public and higher education) to the Uniform School 
Fund, which is still protected for public education alone. A new “economic stabilization” (rainy 
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day) fund for public education will also take effect. These commitments, however, are reversible. 
Already, because of the pandemic and resulting economic downturn, emergency cutbacks 
reduced the WPU increase to 1.8% from the original 6% in the FY21 appropriations until the 
economy improves. Although the Legislature, in a pandemic-caused special legislative session, 
passed a bill that was said to “guarantee” future replacement of the lost WPU funds, no statute is 
a guarantee of anything. No legislature can bind a future legislature, which is free to change the 
statutes (unlike the constitution) at any time.   

Amendment G was opposed not only by UCC but also by Voices for Utah Children, the Utah 
League of Women Voters, the United Utah Party, and the Coalition for Persons with Disabilities. 
Nonetheless, it was supported by 54% of voters in the November election. We attribute its 
success to the misleading language of the ballot amendment itself and to widespread and well 
publicized support from organized groups representing public education. We understand why 
education groups like the UEA and the state PTA felt compelled to support the Amendment. 
Support was gained in return for the offer of substantially more money conditioned on passage of 
the amendment. Educators knew that if they did not show willingness to accept loss of the 
constitutional education earmark, the Legislature could simply cut the income tax rate as they 
had done before or shift tax credits from the income tax to the sales tax, denying schools access 
to needed money in that and other ways.17 This put the education community between the 
proverbial rock and a hard place. Moreover, the UEA and PTA hope to benefit from keeping the 
lines of communication and negotiation open with the Legislature.  

For its part, the Legislature offered no such promise of more money for services to the disability 
community and children. All it did was shift the current social service program funds for these 
groups from sales tax revenue to income tax revenue, at the price of an initial $600 million loss 
to potential education funding.18 Disingenuously, it argued that supporting children and people 
with a disability—both groups whose social service and health needs tug at the heart—would 
help address the “whole child” better. Never mind that there was no new money promised for 
these groups and that the whole child could be served just as well out of two funding sources as 
one. Now we have a situation where education services are basically competing with health and 
social services for funding from the same source. This is a no-win for both groups. 

Looking further at what was underpinning Constitutional Amendment G, we see that the 
Legislature was seeking greater flexibility in its use of sales tax revenue. It has lacked the 
political will to shift hundreds of millions of dollars earmarked for road construction from sales 
tax revenues to user fees like the gas tax, which are constitutionally designated to fund road 
construction and other transportation needs.19 It also failed in 2019 to substantially broaden the 
tax on consumer purchases of services, although such purchases constitute an ever-growing 
percent of sales compared to purchase of goods. Taxing more services would allow the sales tax 
revenue to grow appropriately.  



UCC 2020 Education  5 
 

 

In 2018, the Our Schools Now (OSN) initiative to increase the income tax rate by a modest 7/8% 
to raise about $750 million in new money for public schools also lost out.20 Most legislators 
objected to the initiative, and some observers think that OSN was outmaneuvered. OSN’s civic 
leaders compromised with the Legislature, just as today’s education community has. OSN 
withdrew the initiative in return for promises of $200-300 million in new spending on public 
school improvements21 from existing income tax and promised increases in property tax 
revenues. The Legislature offered to provide $100 million more if the public would support a 10-
cent increase in the gas tax. Such an increase would have allowed more money for state road 
construction to be funded from the gas tax instead of sales tax revenues. This shift would have 
freed up sales tax money for some higher education programs funded by income tax revenue, 
which then would have allowed $100 million more for public education out of income tax 
revenues. Got that? Not surprisingly, the voting public did not trust or understand the convoluted 
reasoning behind the gas tax increase and voted down the proposal. A much-needed effort to 
strengthen public education funding had been thwarted. We fear that Amendment G’s successful 
passage will lead to a similar result.  

Impact of Amendment G. What does the initial loss of $600 million dollars mean for public 
education? What are its needs for that money? First, the need to address the severe teacher 
recruitment and retention problem is urgent.22Envision Utah estimates that increasing teacher 
salaries to be competitive for college graduates alone would cost between $500-600 million 
annually.23 Its survey of prospective teachers also found that such salary increases would attract 
and retain significantly more skilled teachers than would the current low salaries even though the 
latter currently are combined with a good benefit package.  

In addition, school support services are woefully inadequate, especially in light of the social and 
economic challenges facing many students. Several hundred million dollars are required to 
increase the number of school counselors, social workers, and paraprofessionals to adequate 
levels24—crucially important interventions needed by at-risk students. Along with mental health 
professionals, such support staff could potentially supplement or reduce the workload of police 
resource officers. Still more millions are desperately needed to increase the number of school 
nurses to oversee the multiple and increasing health needs of children in school settings.25 These 
funding totals do not even address the cost of additional academic services for at-risk K-12 
students, or pandemic-related curriculum and progress-assessment challenges, mental health 
needs, or the value of targeted class size reductions. They also do not address full funding for 
preschool programs for at-risk children, which we turn to next.  

State Preschool Needs 

Our recommendation for better preschool funding recognizes the well documented benefits of 
high-quality early-childhood education programs. Research shows that early learning 
experiences provide a strong and lasting foundation for later life success. Children require early, 
consistent, high-quality preschool to further and sustain their developmental gains.26 Moreover, 
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preschool pays great social dividends.27 Despite this knowledge, access to public preschool 
remains far too low in Utah, and private preschool is beyond reach for many families due to a 
variety of factors, among them, family resources, cultural norms, and geographic limitations. 
 
Utah does not have a focused and coordinated system of preschool education. Until the 2019-
2020 school year, Utah was among only six states that did not provide a state-funded, state-
directed program meeting the criteria for recognition by the National Institute for Early 
Education Research (NIEER) as a state preschool program. Previous Utah programs were all 
small-scale pilot projects from various funding sources, including federal TANF (Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families) funds. During the 2019 legislative session, Utah passed SB166 
“School Readiness Amendments,” using General Funds ($6M) to replace lost federal funding 
from the time-limited federal TANF grant.28 Use of General Funds met NIEER qualifications for 
a state-funded preschool program starting in the 2019-2020 school year.29 However, as a result of 
the pandemic, this appropriation was eliminated, which means that Utah again will not be on 
NIEER’s list of states with state-funded preschool programs. Attempts to find funding from an 
alternative federal source failed.  
 
According to 2018-2019 NIEER data, only 9% percent of 3-year-olds and 12% of 4-year-olds 
are served in all public Utah PreK programs.30 This includes the federally funded Head Start 
program31 (the oldest existing PreK program) and the federally required state special education 
programs for 3-5-year-olds with disabilities. The number of children served in state-funded 
preschool programs, excluding special education students, remains embarrassingly small. 
 
Utah’s primary preschool need is to serve children at risk, who have the most to lose from failure 
to receive high-quality preschool. The State’s recently expanded “student access to high quality 
program readiness programs” (SB166) was established for preschoolers who were economically 
disadvantaged, English learners, or had a parent or guardian who has experienced at least one 
risk factor.32 The program intent is good, but it now needs appropriations, implementation, 
expansion, and evidence of maintenance of achievement as students move through the grades. 
  
According to Utah’s Kindergarten Entrance and Exit Profile (KEEP), 37% of students entering 
kindergarten in 2018 lacked adequate prerequisite skills in literacy.33 Although they gained skills 
over the year, skill levels at kindergarten exit in literacy and numeracy for racial minorities, 
English learners, and the economically disadvantaged were significantly lower than the average. 
The achievement gaps are only partially closed after kindergarten entry.34 High-quality preschool 
would help close these gaps and greatly improve the likelihood of students’ long-term success.  
 
UCC recommends a 10-year plan for scaling up preschool programs for at-risk children. 
Although monies may be scarce at the moment, talented professionals are not. We can tap their 
talent to create deliberate steps to scale up investments and measure outcomes. 
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• We need goals. A reasonable one would be to strive to match the current national average 
percent (34%)35 of 4-year-olds being served in statewide preschool programs.  

• We need to invest in a preschool workforce with adequate salaries.36 This requires 
linkages with higher education and incentives for creating affordable training program. 

• We need business leaders to advocate for investment in early learning programs. 
• We need assessment tools to assess whether high-quality instruction is being delivered. 
• We need a long-term perspective to allow the benefits of preschool investments to be 

revealed and measured over time.  
Conclusion 

Looking across Utah’s educational landscape, we see hardworking educators and thousands of 
eager students. But multiple opportunities to create an excellent public education system have 
been missed or misunderstood, and even when recognized, consistently underfunded. The 
message is unmistakable: Educationally, Utah has been slipping. Poorly informed education 
policy that ignores demographic realities has cost the state and its families dearly. We hope Utah 
will not prove to be like Esau in the Old Testament—having sold our educational birthright for a 
mess of pottage. Quality education takes a financial commitment that we are a long way from 
reaching. The next generation depends on us to boost our commitment.  
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28 This $6M general fund allocation, when combined with $3M from a previous High-Quality School 
Readiness Grant (HQSR), produced a total of 9M to support expanded student access to High-Quality 
programs for 2019-2020. “The State of Preschool 2019,” “Utah Profile,” National Institute for Early 
Education Research (NIEER), accessed August 8, 2020, http://nieer.org/state-preschool-yearbooks/2019-
2 (look under State Profiles). 
29 The State of Preschool 2019.”  
30 Ibid., 28 (Table 4). NIEER reports that, in Utah, 4,658 three-year-olds and 6,066 four-year-olds are 
served in State Pre-K, Pre-K special education, and Head Start combined (out of approximately 50,000 
children in each age cohort). 
31 Extrapolating from NIEER data, ibid., we can determine that Head Start serves a relatively small 
percent of Utah’s at-risk three- and four-year-olds, and the demand for its services exceeds its ability to 
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hire enough teachers and generate other needed resources to serve these preschoolers. State funding to 
supplement the federal funds would help significantly, and coordination between State and Head Start 
preschool goals and curricula would also be a benefit.  
32 Risk factors also include such things as a parent under age 18, parent with low reading ability, exposure 
in the home to domestic violence or substance abuse, a member of a child's household is incarcerated, 
living in a neighborhood with high violence or crime; moving at least once in the past year; having ever 
been in foster care; living with multiple families in the same household, the primary language spoken in a 
child's home is a language other than English; or having at least one parent who has not completed high 
school. SB166 (2019), accessed September 11, 2020, https://le.utah.gov/~2019/bills/static/SB0166.html. 
33 “Utah’s KEEP Report 2018-2019,” Utah State Board of Education, accessed September 11, 2020, 
https://schools.utah.gov/file/a0de5705-5bb2-4abb-a307-ccdce1dd5d1a. 
34 Ibid. 
35 “State of Preschool 2019,” http://nieer.org/state-preschool-yearbooks/2019-2. 
36 The very people we value to mitigate the effects of poverty and developmental disadvantages—the ones 
that so many Utah families depend on to support their children under the age of 5--are living close to 
poverty themselves with salaries well below the starting salaries for elementary school teachers. “Fact 
Sheet: Troubling Pay Gap for Early Childhood Teachers,” U.S. Department of Education (June 14, 2016), 
accessed September 9, 2020, https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-troubling-pay-gap-early-
childhood-teachers#. Preschool providers and caregivers should not have to bear this burden.  Many 
workers say they cannot afford time off or the financial hardships to improve their professional training or 
degree advancement. 


