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Introduction 

Creating a safe and healthy learning environment for children and working space for teachers and staff is 
a top priority for schools. But public schools are currently facing funding challenges due to state tax cuts, 
the expiration of COVID-19 emergency federal funding, inadequate funding formulas, and higher costs. 
While public schools are limited in the ways they can improve their funding, the two key areas they can 
influence are student enrollment and attendance. Both enrollment and attendance can be improved by 
ensuring adequate cleaning and disinfection practices in K–12 schools.

In this analysis we will define the different K–12 public school funding models, discuss how enrollment and 
absenteeism impact school funding, and demonstrate how cleaning and disinfection can help schools 
maintain or gain funding. 

U.S. School Funding Models Are Diverse with Unique Priorities 
School district budgets in the U.S. are funded by local taxes (44%), state funding (45%), and federal 
programs (11%).1 State funding, which is the single largest proportion of overall school funding, is based on 
each state’s unique model. 

There are three main K–12 public school state funding models in the U.S.:

	 1.	 Student-based funding is determined based on the number of students enrolled in a school.  
		  Funding is allocated per student. It is intended to provide the minimum amount of funding needed  
		  per student in a school. There are a few problems with this model: First, not every student needs  
		  the same amount of support or resources, and second, this funding model does not account for the  
		  needs of teachers or other staff.

	 2.	Resource-based funding is determined by the number of required resources, which includes  
		  teachers and staff, to support the student population. This model can adapt to larger facilities,  
		  or to students with higher needs that require more resources.

	 3.	Hybrid funding may be allocated based on both number of students and resource requirements.

The vast majority (70%) of states use the student-based funding model (Figure 1).2 Student-based funding 
and resource-based funding models are directly tied to and therefore impacted by student enrollment. 
Enrollment is defined as the total number of students registered to attend a school at a given time. 
Therefore, if a school’s enrollment decreases, so does their budget. Currently in the U.S., 44 states and the 
District of Columbia (88%) use student enrollment to determine funding (Figure 2).2

In addition to enrollment, some states use attendance as part of their school funding calculation. This 
is determined by averaging the total number days of school attended by students. In schools that use 
attendance to determine funding, chronic absenteeism, major illness outbreaks, or significant weather-
related shutdowns may impact a school’s budget. Only 6 states including California, Idaho, Kentucky, 
Mississippi, Missouri, and Texas use attendance-based models (Figure 2).2

Decreased student enrollment and chronic absenteeism therefore have direct implications on funding that 
support teacher salaries, classroom resources, student performance, extracurricular programs, and facility 
operations. 
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Cleaning and Disinfecting Can Reduce Illness-Related Absenteeism 
Chronic absenteeism typically refers to students missing at least 10% of their school year and has doubled 
in K-12 schools in recent years.3 Preliminary data shows that during the 2022–2023 school year, more than 
13 million students (27.85%) were considered chronically absent.4 A recent estimate reported that U.S. 
schools lose $10.7 billion each year due to student absenteeism.5 

Improving student enrollment and presence in schools can help maintain school budgets under all funding  
models. One way to help increase attendance and enrollment in schools is through cleaning and disinfecting of  
surfaces. Maintaining a clean and safe environment plays a crucial role in keeping students in school, including:  

	 �	Decreased Illness-related Absences: Elementary school students typically experience 5–8 illness  
		  each school year, including cold and flu infections.6 Teens similarly catch an average of 3–4 colds  
		  per year leading to missed school days.6 Cleaning and regular disinfection of high-touch surfaces  
		  in shared spaces (such as desks, doorknobs, and handrails), can help prevent the spread of viruses  
		  and bacteria which can survive on surfaces for days to weeks.7 A recent study found that by  
		  implementing enhanced cleaning protocols, germs on desktops and classroom surfaces were  
		  significantly reduced.8 Further, another elementary school study found that increased cleaning and  
		  disinfection reduced student absences by 14%.9

	 �	 Improved Educational Experience: Schools that are in good condition, clean, and that provide a safe  
		  physical environment, are essential for the health and well-being of students and staff.10 A recent  
		  study found that when environments are clean and well-maintained, children complete schoolwork  
		  faster (50%), are more creative (30%) and better at problem solving (25%).11

Effective cleaning and disinfection practices help create healthier school environments, limit illness 
transmission, and ultimately contribute to improved attendance and subsequent funding for schools.

Enhanced Cleaning and Disinfecting May Bolster K–12 Student Enrollment
During the COVID-19 pandemic in school years 2020–21 and 2021–22, there were substantial declines in 
student enrollment, affecting approximately 12% of public elementary schools and 9% of middle schools.12 
Post-pandemic, parents have been slow to re-enroll their kids due to ongoing student health concerns, 
remote learning advantages, and state choice programs with many families opting for alternatives outside 
of traditional public schools.13 

Environmental cleanliness in schools influences K–12 enrollment rates for several reasons:  

	 �	Health and Safety: Clean and well-maintained schools create healthier and safer environments for  
		  students. Parents are more likely to enroll their children in schools that prioritize hygiene, sanitation,  
		  and safety. A clean environment reduces the risk of illness and promotes overall well-being.

	 �	Perception and Reputation: The initial impression matters. Research shows that 55% of first  
		  impressions are visual.14 Clean classrooms, restrooms, and common areas leave a lasting impact.  
		  Schools with a positive reputation for cleanliness and orderliness attract more students, as well as  
		  garner more community involvement and support.15 A well-kept school reflects care and attention  
		  to detail, signaling a commitment to quality education.

	 �	Student Performance: A clean and organized environment enhances student focus and concentration.  
		  A recent study found that the condition of school buildings and perceptions of safety strongly  
		  influenced both academic performance and absenteeism.16 Clutter-free classrooms, well-maintained  
		  facilities, and aesthetically pleasing surroundings contribute to better learning outcomes. Schools  
		  that prioritize cleanliness tend to have higher academic performance, which can attract families  
		  seeking quality education.

	 �	Teacher Retention: Teachers are more likely to stay in schools with a pleasant and clean environment.  
		  In fact, a survey of teachers found that 80% agreed that school facility conditions were an important  
		  factor in teaching quality.17 High teacher retention rates positively impact student experiences,  
		  because when teachers feel comfortable and supported, they create a positive learning atmosphere,  
		  which in turn attracts families to enroll their children.



A clean and well-maintained school environment contributes to positive perceptions, better student 
performance, teacher satisfaction, community engagement, and overall enrollment rates.18

Conclusion
Maintaining adequate funding is a top priority for K–12 schools to support their goal of creating a safe 
and healthy learning environments. Starting next school year, schools will have even less funding available 
due to the expiration of federal COVID-19 relief funding, which makes increasing enrollment and reducing 
absences even more crucial. By better understanding school funding and the models described in this 
paper, school facilities should recognize the impact cleaning and disinfection can have on funding, via 
enrollment and attendance. 

Schools can take a proactive approach to establishing cleaning and disinfecting best practices in their 
facilities by:

	 1.	 Partnering to establish quality protocols. Working closely with facility managers and contract  
		  cleaners to prioritize routine, daily cleaning and disinfecting on shared spaces, such as classrooms,  
		  restrooms, and cafeterias. 

	 2.	Incorporating the right products. Adopting products that are simple to use and EPA-registered  
		  to efficiently clean and kill illness-causing pathogens commonly found in schools. Ready-to-use,  
		  eco-conscious products that have third-party certifications, like EPA Safer Choice or Design for  
		  the Environment (DfE), are an excellent option for schools seeking alternatives to traditional  
		  cleaning solutions. 

	 3.	Providing comprehensive training. Ensuring janitorial staff have access to high-quality training.  
		  22% of professional cleaners believe insufficient training has reduced their confidence in preventing  
		  germ spread.19 By providing them with the necessary knowledge and skills they can more confidently  
		  create clean and healthy learning environments.

As a strategy to improve enrollment and attendance, schools should ensure they have adequate cleaning 
and disinfecting practices in place to help decrease illness-related absences and improve the overall 
learning experience for students, teachers, and staff.
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