
SAN ANTONIO INDEPENDENT SCHOOL 
DISTRICT v. RODRIGUEZ 

Supreme Court of the United States, 1973. 
411 U.S. 1, 93 S.Ct. 1278, 36 L.Ed.2d 16. 

MR. JUSTICE POWELL delivered the opinion of the Court. 
This suit attacking the Texas system of financing public education 

was initiated by Mexican-American parents whose children attend the 
elementary and secondary schools in the Edgewood Independent School 
District, an urban school district in San Antonio, Texas. They brought a 
class action on behalf of schoolchildren throughout the State who are 
members of minority groups or who are poor and reside in school 
districts having a low property tax base, Named as defendants were the 
State Board of Education, the Commissioner of Education, the State 
Attorney General, and the Bexar County (San Antonio) Board of Trus- 
tees. * * * 

Until recent times, Texas was a predominantly rural-State and its 
population and property wealth were spread relatively evenly across the 
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State. Sizable differences in the value of assessable property between 
local school districts became increasingly evident as the State became 

more industrialized and as rural-to-urban population shifts became more 

pronounced. The location of commercial and industrial property began to 
play a significant role in determining the amount of tax resources 

available to each school district. These growing disparities in population 
and taxable property between districts were responsible in part for 
increasingly notable differences in levels of local expenditure for edu- 
cation. * * Recognizing the need for increased state funding to help 
offset disparities in local spending and to meet Texas' changing edu- 
cational requirements, the state legislature in the late 1940's undertook 

a thorough evaluation of public education with an eye toward major 
reform. * * * [These] efforts led to the passage of the * * * Texas 
Minimum Foundation School Program. Today, this Program accounts for 
approximately half of the total educational expenditures in Texas. 

The Program calls for state and local contributions to a fund 
earmarked specifically for teacher salaries, operating expenses, and 
transportation costs. The State, supplying furids from its general reve- 

nues, finances approximately 80% of the Program, and the school dis- 
tricts are responsible as a unit--for providing the remaining 20%. The 
districts' share, known as the Local Fund Assignment, is apportioned 
among the school districts under a formula designed to reflect each 
district's relative taxpaying ability. * * * Today every school district 
• * * [imposes] a property tax from which it derives locally expendable 
funds in excess of the amount necessary to satisfy its Local Fund 
Assignment under the Foundation Program. * * * 

The school district in which appellees reside, the Edgewood Indepen- 
dent School District, has been compared throughout this litigation with 
the Alamo Heights Independent School District. This comparison be- 
tween the least and most affluent districts in the San Antonio area 

serves to illustrate-the manner in which the dual system of finance 
operates and to indicate the extent to which substantial disparities exist 
despite the State's impressive progress in recent years. Edgewood is one 

of seven public school districts in the metropolitan area. Approximately 
22,000 students are enrolled in its 25 elementary and secondary schools. 
The district is situated in the core-city sector of San Antonio in a 

residential neighborhood that has little commercial or industrial proper- 
ty. The residents are predominantly of Mexican-American descent: ap- 
proximately 90% of the student population is Mexican-American and 

over 6% is Negro. The average assessed property value per pupil is 
$5,960 the lowest in the metropolitan area--and the median family 
income ($4,686) is also the lowest. At an equalized tax rate of $1.05 per 
$100 of assessed property--the highest in the metropolitan area--the 
district contributed $26 to the education of each child for the 1967-1968 
school year above its Local Fund Assignment for the Minimum Founda- 
tion Program. The Foundation Program contributed $222 per pupil for a 

state-local total of $248. Federal funds added another $108 for a total of 
$356 per pupil. * * * 
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Alamo Heights is the most affluent school district in San Antonio. 

Its six schools, housing approximately 5,000 students, are situated in a 

residential community quite unlike the Edgewood District. The school 

population is predominantly "Anglo," having only 18% Mexican-Ameri- 

cans and less than 1% Negroes. The assessed property value per pupil 

exceeds $49,000, and the median family income is $8,001. In 1967-1968 

the local tax rate of $.85 per $100 of valuation yielded $333 per pupil 

over and above its contribution to the Foundation Program. Coupled 

with the $225 provided from that Program, the district was able to 

supply $558 per student. Supplemented by a $36 per-pupil grant from 

federal sources, Alamo Heights spent $594 per pupil. * * * 

The case comes to us with no definitive description of the classifying 

facts or 
delineation of the disfavored class. Examination of the District 

Court's opinion and of appellees' complaint, briefs, and contentions at 

oral argument suggests, however, at least three ways in which the 

discrimination claimed here might be described. The Texas system of 

school financing might be regarded as 
discriminating (1) against "poor" 

persons whose incomes fall below some 
identifiable level of poverty or 

who might be characterized as 
functionally "indigent," or (2) against 

those who are relatively poorer than others, or (3) against all those who, 

irrespective of their personal incomes, happen to reside in relatively 

poorer school districts. Our task must be to ascertain whether, in fact, 

the Texas system has been shown to discriminate on any of these 

possible bases and, if so, whether the resulting classification may be 

regarded as suspect. * * * 

Even a cursory examination * * * demonstrates that neither of the 

two distinguishing characteristics of wealth classifications can be found 

here. First, in support of their charge that the system discriminates 

against the "poor," appellees have made no effort to demonstrate that it 

operates to the peculiar disadvantage of any class fairly definable as 

indigent, or as 
composed of persons whose incomes are beneath any 

designated poverty level. Indeed, there is reason to believe that the 

poorest families are not necessarily clustered in the poorest property 

districts. A recent and exhaustive study of school districts in Connecticut 

• * * found, not surprisingly, that the poor were clustered around 

commercial and industrial areasJthose same areas that provide the 

most attractive sources of property tax income for school districts. 

Whether a similar pattern would be discovered.in Texas is not known, 

but there is no basis on the record in this case for assuming that the 

poorest people•defined by reference to any level of absolute impecuni- 

tyJare concentrated in the poorest districts. 

Second, neither appellees nor the District Court addressed the fact 

that * * * lack of personal resources has not occasioned an absolute 

deprivation of the desired benefit. The argument here is not that the 

children in districts having relatively low assessable property values are 

receiving no public education; rather, it is that they are receiving a 

poorer quality education than that available to children in districts 

having more assessable wealth. Apart from the unsettled and disputed 
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question whether the quality of education may be determined by the 

amount of money expended for it, a sufficient answer to appellees' 
argument is that, at least where wealth is involved, the Equal Protection 

Clause does not require absolute equality or precisely equal advantages. 

Nor indeed, in view of the infinite variables affecting the educational 

process, can any system assure equal quality of education except in the 

most relative sense. Texas asserts that the Minimum Foundation Pro- 

gram * * * assures "every child in every school district an adequate 

education." No proof was offered at trial persuasively discrediting or 

refuting the State's assertion. 

For these two reasons the absence of any evidence that the financ- 

ing system discriminates against any definable category of "poor" people 

or that it results in the absolute deprivation of educationJthe disadvan" 

raged class is not susceptible of identification in traditional terms. * * * 

However described, it is clear that appellees' suit asks this Court to 

extend its most exacting scrutiny to review a system that allegedly 

discriminates against a large, diverse, and amorphous class, unified only 

by the common factor of residence in districts that happen to have less 

taxable wealth than other districts. * * * We thus conclude that the 

Texas system does not operate to the peculiar disadvantage of any 

suspect class. * * * 

Education, of course, is not among the rights afforded explicit 

protection under our Federal Constitution. Nor do we find any basis for 

saying it is implicitly so 
protected. As we have said, the undisputed 

importance of education will not alone cause this Court to depart from 

the usual standard for reviewing a State's social and economic legisla- 

tion. It is appellees' contention, however, that education * * * is itself a 

fundamental personal right because it is essential to the effective exer- 

cise of First Amendment freedoms and to intelligent utilization of the 

right to vote. * * * Even if it were 
conceded that some 

identifiable 

quantum of education is a 
constitutionally protected prerequisite to the 

meaningful exercise of either right, we have no indication that the 

present levels of educational expenditures in Texas provide an education 

that falls short. Whatever merit appellees' argument might have if a 

State's financing system occasioned an absolute denial, of educational 

opportunities to any of its children, that argument provides no basis for 

finding an interference with fundamental rights where only relative 

differences in spending levels are involved and where--as is true in the 

present case--no charge fairly could be made that the system fails to 

provide each child with an opportunity to acquire the basic minimal 

skills necessary for the enjoyment of the rights of speech and of full 

participation in the political process. * * * Furthermore, the logical 

limitations on appellees' nexus theory are difficult to perceive. How, for 

instance, is education to be distinguished from the significant personal 

interests in the basics of decent food and shelter? Empirical examination 

might well buttress an assumption that the ill-fed, ill-clothed, and ill- 

housed are among the most ineffective participants in the political 
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process, and that they derive the least enjoyment from the benefits of 

the First Amendment. * * * 

It should be clear, for the reasons stated above and in accord with 

the prior decisions of this Court, that this is not a case in which the 

challenged state action must be subjected to the searching judicial 
scrutiny reserved for laws that create suspect classifications or impinge 

upon constitutionally protected rights. 
We need not rest our decision, however, solely on the inappropriate- 

ness of the strict-scrutiny test. A century of Supreme Court adjudication 
under the Equal Protection Clause affirmatively supports the application 
of the traditional standard of review, which requires only that the 

State's system be shown to bear some rational relationship to legitimate 

state purposes. This case represents far more than a challenge to the 

manner in which Texas provides for the education of its children. We 

have here nothing less than a direct attack on the way in which Texas 

has chosen to raise and disburse state and local tax revenues. We are 

asked to condemn the State's judgmer•t in conferring on 
political subdivi- 

sions the power to tax local property to supply revenues for local 

interests. In so doing, appellees would have the Court intrude in an area 

in which it has traditionally deferred to state legislatures. * * * In 

addition to matters of fiscal policy, this case also involves the most 

persistent and difficult questions of educational policy, another area in 

which this Court's lack of specialized knowledge and experience counsels 

against premature interference with the informed judgments made at 

the state and local levels. * * * 

It must be remembered, also, that every claim arising under the 

Equal Protection Clause has implications for the relationship between 

national and state power under our federal system. Questions of federal- 

ism are always inherent in the process of determining whether a State's 

laws are to be accorded the traditional presumption of constitutionality, 

or are to be subjected instead to rigorous judicial scrutiny. While "[t]he 

maintenance of the principles of federalism is a foremost consideration 

in interpreting any of the pertinent constitutional provisions under 

which this Court examines state action," it would be difficult to imagine 

a case having a greater potential impact on our federal system than the 

one now before us, in which we are urged to abrogate systems of 

financing pu}•lic education presently in existence in virtually every State. 

• * * 

In its reliance on state as well as local resources, the Texas system is 

comparable to the systems employed in virtually every other State. * * * 

The "foundation grant" theory * * * [was] devoted to establishing a 

means of guaranteeing a minimum statewide educational program with: 

out sacrificing the vital element of local participation. * * * As articulat- 

ed by Professor Coleman: 

"The history of education since the industrial revolution shows a 

continual struggle between two forces: the desire by members of 

society to have educational opportunity for all children, and the 
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desire of each family to provide the best education it can afford for 

its own children." 
The Texas system of school finance is responsive to these two forces. 

While assuring a basic education for every child in the State, it permits 

and encourages a large measure of participation in and control of each 

district's schools at the local level. In an era that has witnessed a 

consistent trend toward centralization of the functions of government, 
local sharing of responsibility for public education has survived. * * * 

The persistence of attachment to government at the lowest level where 

education is concerned reflects the depth of commitment of its support- 

ers. In part, local control means, as Professor Coleman suggests, the 

freedom to devote more money to the education of one's children. 

Equally important, however, is the opportunity it offers for participation 
in the decisionmaking, process that determines how those local tax 

dollars will be spent. Each locality is free to tailor local programs to local 

needs. Pluralism also affords some 
opportunity for experimentation, 

innovation, and a healthy competition for educational excellence. An 

analogy to the Nation-State relationship in our federal system seems 

uniquely appropriate. Mr• Justice Brandeis identified as one of the 

peculiar strengths of our form of government each State's freedom to 

"serve as a laboratory; and try novel social and economic experiments." 
No area of social concern stands to profit more from a 

multiplicity of 

viewpoints and from a diversity of approaches than does public edu- 

cation. 
Appellees do not question the propriety of Texas' dedication to local 

control of education. To the contrary, they attack the school-financing 

system precisely because, in their view, it does not provide the same level 

of local control and fiscal flexibility in all districts. Appellees suggest that 

local control could be preserved and promoted under other financing 

systems that resulted in more equality in educational expenditures. 
While it is no doubt true that reliance on local property taxation for 

school revenues provides less freedom of choice with respect to expendi- 

tures for some districts than for others, the existence of "some inequali- 

ty" in the manner in which the State's rationale is achieved is not alone 

a sufficient basis for striking down the entire System. * * * It is also well 

to remember that even those districts that have reduced ability to make 

free decisions with respect to how much they spend on education still 

retain under the present system a large measure of authority as to how 

available funds will be allocated. They further enjoy the power to make 

numerous other decisions with respect to the operation of the schools. 

The people of Texas may be justified in believing that other systems of 

school financing, which place more of the financial responsibility in the 

hands of the State, will result in a 
comparable lessening of desired local 

autonomy. * * * 

Appellees further urge that the Texas system is unconstitutionally 

arbitrary because it allows the availability of local taxable resources to 

turn on 
"happenstance." They see no 

justification for a system that 

allows, as they contend, the quality of education to fluctuate on the basis 
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of the fortuitous positioning of the boundary lines of political subdivi- 

sions and the location of valuable commercial and industrial property. 

But any scheme of local taxation--indeed the very existence of identifi- 

able local governmental units--requires the establishment of jurisdic- 
tional boundaries that are inevitably arbitrary. It is equally inevitable 

that some localities are going to be blessed with more taxable assets than 

others. Nor is local wealth a static quantity. Changes in the level of 

taxable wealth within any district may result from any number of 

events, som• of which local residents can and do influence. For instance, 

commercial and industrial enterprises may be encouraged to locate 

within a district by various actions--public and private. 

Moreover, if local taxation for local expenditures were an unconsti- 

tutional method of providing for education then it might be an equally 
impermissible means of providing other necessary services customarily 
financed largely from local property taxes, including local police and fire 

protection, public health and hospitals, and public utility facilities of 

various kinds. We perceive no justification for such a severe denigration 
of local property taxation and control as would follow from appellees' 
contentions. It has simply never been within the constitutional preroga- 

rive of this Court to nullify statewide measures for financing public 
services merely because the burdens or benefits thereof fall unevenly 
depending upon the relative wealth of the political subdivisions in which 

citizens live. 

In sum, to the extent that the Texas system of school financing 

results in unequal expenditures between children who happen to reside 

in different districts, we cannot say that such disparities are the product 
of a system that is so 

irrational as to be invidiously discriminatory. * * * 

MR. JUSTICE MARSHALL, with whom MR. JUSTICE DOUGLAS concurs, 

dissenting. 

The Court today decides, in effect, that a State may constitutionally 

vary the quality of education which it offers its children in accordance 

with the amount of taxable wealth located in the school districts within 

which they reside. * * * The only justification offered by appellants to 

sustain the discrimination in educational opportunity caused by the 

Texas financing scheme is local educational control. * * * I do not 

question that local control of public education, as an abstract matter, 

constitutes a very substantial state interest. * * * The State's interest in 

local educational control--which certainly includes questions of edu- 

cational funding--has deep roots in the inherent benefits of community 

support for public education. Consequently, true state dedication to local 

control would present, I think, a 
substantial justification to weigh 

against simply interdistrict variations in the treatment of a State's 

schoolchildren. But I need not now decide how I might ultimately strike 

the balance were we confronted with a situation where the State's 

sincere concern for local control inevitably produced educational inequal- 
ity. For, on this record, it is apparent that the State's purported concern 



Sec. B 
WEALTH DISTRIBUTION 465 

with local control is offered primarily as an excuse rather than as a 

justification for interdistrict inequality. 

In Texas, statewide laws regulate in fact the most minute details of 

local public education. For example the State prescribes required 

courses. All textbooks must be submitted for state approval, and only 

approved textbooks may be used. The State has established the qualifica- 

tions necessary for teaching in Texas public schools and the procedures 

for obtaining certification. The State has even 
legislated on the length of 

the school day. * * * 

Moreover, even if we accept Texas' general dedication to local 

control in educational matters, it is difficult to find any evidence of such 

dedication with respect to fiscal matters. It ignores reality to suggest--as 

the Court does--that the local property tax element of the Texas 

financing scheme reflects a conscious legislative effort to provide school 

districts with local fiscal control. If Texas had a system truly dedicated to 

local fiscal control, one 
would expect the quality of the educational 

opportunity provided in each district to vary with the decision of the 

voters in that district as to the level of sacrifice they wish to make for 

public education. In fact, the Texas scheme produces precisely the 

opposite result. Local school districts cannot choose to have the best 

education in the State by imposing the highest tax rate. Instead, the 

quality of the educational opportunity offered by any particular district 

is largely determined by the amount of taxable property located in the 

district--a factor over which local voters can exercise no 
control. * * * 

[I]t is essential to recognize that an end to the wide variations in 

taxable district property wealth inherent in the Texas financing scheme 

would entail none of the untoward consequences suggested by the Court 

or by the appellants. First, affirmance of the District Court's decisions 

would hardly sound the death knell for local control of education. It 

would mean neither centralized decisionmaking nor 
federal court inter- 

vention in the operation of public schools. Clearly, this suit has nothing 

to. do with local decisionmaking with respect to educational policy or 

even 
educational spending. It involves only a narrow aspect of local 

control--namely, local control over the raising of educational funds. 

• * * IT]he District Court's decision [does not] even 
necessarily elimi- 

nate local control of educational funding. The District Court struck down 

nothing more than the continued interdistrict wealth discrimination 

inherent in the present property tax. Both centralized and decentralized 

pIans for educational funding not involving such interdistrict discrimina- 

tion have been put forward -gs The choice among these or other alterna- 

tives would remain with the State, not with the federal courts. * * * 

98. Centralized educational financing is, 

to be sure, one 
alternative. On analysis, 

though, it is clear that even 
centralized 

financing would not deprive local school 

districts of what has been considered to be 

the essence of local educational control. 

Central financing would leave in local 

hands the entire gamut of local educational 

policymaking--teachers, curriculum, school 

sites, the whole process of allocating re- 

sources among alternative educational ob- 

jectives. 
A second possibility is the much-discussed 
theory of district power equalization put 

forth by Professors Coons, Clune, and Sug- 
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MAUZY, JUSTICE. * * * 

There are approximately three million public school children in 
Texas. The legislature finances the education of these children through a 

combination of revenues supplied by the state itself and revenues sup- 
plied by local school districts which are governmental subdivisions of the 
state. Of total education costs, the state provides about forty-two per- 
cent, school districts provide about fifty percent, and the remainder 

comes from various other sources including federal, funds. School dis- 
tricts derive revenues from local ad valorem property taxes, and the state 
raises funds from a variety of sources including the sales tax and various 

severance and excise taxes. 

There are glaring disparities in the abilities of the various school 
districts to raise revenues from property taxes because taxable property 
wealth varies greatly from district to district. * * * The 300,000 stu- 
dents in the lowest-wealth schools have less than 3% of the state's 
property wealth to support their education while the 300,000 students in 
the highest-wealth schools have over 25% of the state's property wealth; 
thus the 300,000 students in the wealthiest districts have more than 
eight times the property value to support their education as the 300,000 
students in the poorest districts. * * * Edgewood I.S.D. has $38,854 in 

property wealth per student; Alamo Heights I.S.D. in the same county, 
has $570,109 in property wealth per student. 

The state has tried for many years to lessen the disparities through 
various efforts to supplement the poorer districts. Through the Founda- 
tion School Program, the state currently attempts to ensure that each 
district has sufficient funds to provide its students with at least a basic 
education. Under this program, state aid is distributed to the various 
districts according to a complex formula such that property-poor districts 
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receive more state aid than do property-rich districts. However, the 
Foundation School Program does not cover even the cost of meeting the 
state-mandated minimum requirements. Most importantly, there are no 

Foundation School Program allotments for school facilities or for debt 
service. * * * Low-wealth districts use a significantly greater proportion 
of their local funds to pay the debt service on construction bonds while 
high-wealth districts are able to use their funds to pay for a wide array 
of enrichment programs. 

Because of the disparities in district property wealth, spending per 
student varies widely, ranging from $2,112 to $19,333. Under the exist- 
ing system, an average of $2,000 more per year is spent on each of the 
150,000 students in the wealthiest districts than is spent on the 150,000 
students in the poorest districts. 

The lower expenditures in the property-poor• districts are not the 
result of lack of tax effort. Generally, the property-rich districts can tax 
10w and spend high while the property-poor districts must tax high 
merely to spend low. In 1985-86, local tax rates ranged from $.09 to 
$1.55 per $100 valuation. The 100 poorest districts had an average tax 
rate of 74.5 cents and spent an average of $2,978 per student. The 100 
wealthiest districts had an average tax rate of 47 cents and spent an 

average of $7,233 per student. * * * Many districts have become tax 
havens. The existing funding system permits "budget balanced districts" 
which, at minimal tax rates, can still spend above the statewide average; 
if forced to tax at just average tax rates, these districts would generate 
additional revenues of more than $200,000,000 annually for public 
education. 

Property-poor districts are trapped in a cycle of poverty from which 
there is no opportunity to free themselves. Because of their inadequate 
tax base, they must tax at significantly higher rates in order to meet 
minimum requirements for accreditation; yet their educational programs 
are typically inferior. The locatibn of new industry and development is 
strongly influenced by tax rates and the quality of local schools. Thus, 
the property-poor districts with their high tax rates and inferior schools 

are unable to attract new industry or development and so have little 
opportunity to improve their tax base. 

The amount of money spent on a student's education has a real and 
meaningful impact on the educational opportunity offered that student. 
High-wealth districts are able to provide for their students broader 
educational experiences including more extensive curricula, more up-to- 
date technological equipment, better libraries and library personnel, 
teacher aides, counseling services, lower student-teacher ratios, better 
facilities, parental involvement programs, and drop-out prevention pro- 
grams. They are also better able to attract and retain experienced 
teachers and administrators. 

The differences in the quality of educational programs offered are 

dramatic. For example, San Elizario I.S.D. offers no foreign language, no 

pre-kindergarten program, no chemistry, no physics, no calculus, and no 
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college preparatory or honors program. It also offers virtually no extra- 

curricular activities such as band, debate, or football. At the time of trial, 

one-third of Texas school districts did not even meet the state-mandated 

standards for maximum class size. The great majority of these are low- 

wealth districts. In many instances, wealthy and poor districts are found 

contiguous to one another within the same county. * * * 

Article VII, section 1 of the Texas Constitution provides: 

A general diffusion of knowledge being essential to the preservation 
of the liberties and rights of the people, it shall be the duty of the 

Legislature of the State to establish and make suitable provision for 

the support and maintenance of an efficient system of public free 

schools. * * * 

The State argues that, as used in article VII, section 1, the word 

"efficient" was intended to suggest a simple and inexpensive system. 

• * * While there is some evidence that many delegates wanted an 

economical school system, there is no persuasive evidence that the 

delegates used the term "efficient" to achieve that end. It must be 

recognized that the constitution requires an efficient, not an "econom- 

ical, lnexpens•ve, or 
"cheap" system. The language of the Constitu- 

tion must be presumed to have been carefully selected. The framers used 

the term economical elsewhere and could have done so here had they 

so intended. 
There is no reason to think that "efficient" meant anything differ- 

ent in 1875 from what is now means. 
"Efficient" conveys the meaning of 

effective or productive of results and connotes the use of resources so as 

to produce results with little waste; this meaning does not appear to 

have changed over time. One dictionary used by the framers defined 

efficient as follows: 

Causing effects; producing results; actively operative; not inactive, 

slack or 
incapable; characterized by energetic and useful activity 

• * * 

N. Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language 430 

(1864). * * * Considering "the general spirit of the times and the 

prevailing sentiments of the people," it is apparent from the historical 

record that those who drafted and ratified article VII, section I never 

contemplated the possibility that such gross inequalities could exist 

within an 
"efficient" system. At the Constitutional Convention of 1875, 

delegates spoke at length on the importance of education for all the 

people of this state, rich and poor alike. * * * 

The 1876 Constitution provided a structure whereby the burdens of 

school taxation fell equally and uniformly across the state, and each 

student in the state was entitled to exactly the same distribution of 

funds. The state's school fund was initially apportioned strictly on a per 

capita basis. Also, a poll tax of one dollar per voter was levied across the 

state for school purposes. These per capita methods of taxation and of 

revenue distribution seem simplistic compared to today's system; howev- 
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er they do indicate that the people were contemplating that the tax 

burden would be shared uniformly and that the state's resources would 
be distributed on an even, equitable basis. 

If our state's population had grown at the same rate in each district 

and if the taxable wealth in each district had also grown at the same 

rate, efficiency could probably have been maintained within the struc- 

ture of the present system. That did not happen. Wealth, in its many 
forms, has not appeared with geographic symmetry. The economic devel- 

opment of the state has not been uniform. Some cities have grown 
dramatically, while their sister communities have remained static or 

have shrunk. Formulas that once fit have been knocked askew. Although 
local conditions vary, the constitutionally imposed state responsibility for 

an efficient education system is the same for all citizens regardless of 

where they live. 

We conclude that, in mandating "efficiency," the constitutional 
framers and ratifiers did not intend a system with such vast disparities 
as now exist. Instead, they stated clearly that the purpose of an efficient 

system was to provide for a "general diffusion of knowledge." (Emphasis 
added.) The present system, by contrast, provides not for a diffusion that 

is general, but for one that is limited and unbalanced. The resultant 
inequalities are thus directly contrary to the constitutional vision of 

efficiency. * * * 

By statutory directives, the legislature has attempted through the 

years to reduce disparities and improve the system. There have been 

good faith efforts on the part of many public officials, and some progress 
has been made. However, as the undisputed facts of this case make 
painfully clear, the reality is that the constitutional mandate has not 

been met. 

The legislature's recent efforts have focused primarily on increasing 
the state's contributions. More money allocated under the present sys- 
tem would reduce some of the existing disparities between districts but 
would at best only postpone the reform that is necessary to make the 

system efficient. A band-aid will not suffice; the system itself must be 
changed. 

We hold that the state's school financing system is neither financial- 
ly efficient nor efficient in the sense of providing for a "general diffusion 

of knowledge" statewide, and therefore that it violates article VII, 
section 1 of the Texas Constitution. Efficiency does not require a per 
capita distribution, but it also does not allow concentrations of resources 
in property-rich school districts that are taxing low when property-poor 
districts that are taxing high cannot generate sufficient revenues to meet 

even minimum standards. There must be a direct and close correlation 
between a district's tax effort and the educational resources available to 

it; in other words, districts must have substantially equal access to 

similar revenues per pupil at similar levels of tax effort. Children who 

live in poor districts and children who live in rich districts must be 
afforded a substantially equal opportunity to have access to educational 
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funds. Certainly, this much is required if the state is to educate its 
populace efficiently and provide for a general diffusion of knowledge 
statewide. 

Under article VII, section 1, the obligation is the legislature's to 
provide for an efficient system. In setting appropriations, the legislature 
must establish priorities according to constitutional mandate; equalizing 
educational opportunity cannot be relegated to an "if funds are left 
over" basis. We recognize that there are and always will be strong public 
interests competing for available state funds. However, the legislature's 
responsibility to support public, education is different because it is 
constitutionally imposed. Whether the legislature acts directly or enlists 
local government to help meet its obligation, the end product must still 
be what the constitution commands--i.e, an efficient system of public 
free schools throughout the state. This does not mean that the state may 
not recognize differences in area costs or in costs associated with 
providing an equalized educational opportunity to atypical students or disadvantaged students. Nor does it mean that local communities would 
be precluded from supplementing an efficient system established by the 
legislature; however any local enrichment must derive solely from local 
tax effort. 

Some have argued that reform in school finance will eliminate local 
control, but this argument has no 

merit. An efficient system does not 
preclude the ability of communities to exercise local control over the 
education of their children. It requires only that the funds available for 
education be distributed equitably and evenly. An efficient system will 
actually allow for more local control, not lessl It will provide property- 
poor districts with economic alternatives that are not now available to 
them. Only if alternatives are indeed available can a community exercise 
the control of making choices: * * * 


