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As a percentage of the state general revenue fund budget, Ohio would spend less on education in 
2017 than at any other point since 1995 — but some question whether that number has much 
meaning. 



In the debate over Gov. John Kasich’s proposed two-year, $72.3 billion spending plan, some 
Democrats and progressive groups have raised concern about how the budget breaks down on a 
percentage basis. 

But Tim Keen, state budget director, says simply looking at the percentage of education 
spending leaves out the context of what has happened to other parts of the budget, including 
Medicaid, which is largely funded by the federal government. 

“We know that health-care costs have grown more rapidly than many other elements of the 
economy over time,” Keen said. “The fact that there’s some growth to Medicaid as a percentage 
of the whole really should not be surprising.” 

In 1997, the year of the first of four Ohio Supreme Court rulings that declared Ohio’s school-
funding system unconstitutional, 27 percent of the general revenue fund budget went to K-12 
education, compared with 44 percent for Medicaid and human services. 

Under Kasich’s proposed budget, 26 percent goes to K-12 education, while a record 57 percent 
goes to Medicaid and human services. Shares going to higher education and prisons, the other 
two main budget-spending areas, also are down since 1997. 

School funding would increase by $459 million over the biennium under Kasich’s budget, but 
that is greatly outpaced by Medicaid spending, due largely to the expansion of the program to 
provide health care to about 450,000 additional low-income Ohioans. 

Rep. Denise Driehaus of Cincinnati, the top-ranking Democrat on the House Finance 
Committee, questioned why the governor is proposing that the state spend less on education as 
a percentage of the total budget. 

“There’s a preoccupation with income-tax cuts in this budget ... and less of a priority given to 
investing in education,” she said. “The administration seems to be content to roll the cost down 
to local governments.” 

Innovation Ohio, a Columbus-based liberal think tank, also noted the reduced percentage for 
school funding in a recent report. The group is urging the state, among other things, to increase 
the percentage spent on K-12 education and restore the 12.5 percent property-tax subsidy that 
Kasich and GOP lawmakers ended for all new local levies. 

But what is the right percentage? 

“If you think the percentage of the whole is not what it ought to be, what would be your proposal 
to fund it at the appropriate level?” Keen said. 

Howard Fleeter, an economist who for years has focused on Ohio education funding, said, “No 
one says education should be a specific percentage of the budget.” 

“Needs change and evolve over time,” Fleeter said. “Medicaid has gobbled up a lot of the money, 
rightly or wrongly. I look at what we are spending now versus what we were spending earlier, 
rather than what share of the budget it is. It can be misleading just to look at those percentages.” 



Fleeter notes that the current two-year budget did increase school funding by about $1 billion 
over the previous two years, but that followed a cut of about $1.4 billion in the previous 
biennium. The proposed budget through 2017, he said, would put schools about $470 million 
ahead of the level they received in the 2010-11 budget. 

Shifting spending in or out of the general revenue fund can affect the percentages. 

During the administration of Democratic Gov. Ted Strickland, Ohio got $5.8 billion in federal 
stimulus money during the Great Recession, and part of that was spent on Medicaid. But the 
accounting method used at the time did not count that as a part of general revenue fund. The 
budget showed a 16 percent cut in Medicaid spending in 2010, when in reality that did not 
actually occur. 

That made the percentage spent on education look bigger in 2010. 

Kasich’s new two-year budget is going through a reverse phenomenon. 

When the governor pushed Medicaid expansion in 2013 by going through the state Controlling 
Board instead of the full legislature, the expansion had to be funded outside the general revenue 
fund because of limits on the board’s powers. Now that the expansion is in place, Kasich is 
cleaning up the accounting by moving the expansion back into the general revenue fund. 

So while Medicaid spending has long outpaced other parts of the budget, that shift puts that 
trend on steroids, making it look like a 22 percent jump in 2016 when, in fact, the actual 
spending increase is far less. 

“Overall, that creates a very large jump in the (general revenue fund), but it’s purely because of 
an accounting move,” Keen said. 

That makes the percentage of the next two-year budget for Medicaid bigger, and shrinks 
percentages for everything else, including education, even though the Medicaid expansion is 
almost entirely federal money. 

When subtracting federal money and looking only at state tax-dollar spending, education 
funding under Kasich’s budget would be 42 percent, largest among all categories. 

Greg Lawson, policy analyst for the conservative Buckeye Institute for Public Policy Solutions, 
said that as Medicaid grows, he’s concerned it will lead to an eventual head-to-head funding 
battle with education. He worries that will cause the elimination of tax reform to try to pay for 
both. 

“Under that scenario, Ohio might as well put a sign on its highways saying, ‘Closed for 
business,’  ” he said. 
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