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In practice, educational fines and fees are nearly impossible to avoid. 
Contrary to common beliefs, they are not simply extra charges for special 
school activities. Rather, public schools in Pennsylvania can, and do, 
impose fines, fees, and charges for things both large and small: everything 
from expensive technology, textbooks, and uniforms, to required “class 
dues,” to replacements for lost identification cards and bathroom passes , 
to overdue library books, and even late student drop off and pick up.  

 
 
Over the past decade, research and advocacy has brought critical attention to the persistent 
use of unjust economic sanctions (e.g., fines, fees, charges, costs, etc.) in children-serving 
systems and institutions, including public libraries1 and the juvenile justice system2. Whether 
measured by their disproportionate negative impact on low-income and racialized and 
marginalized communities3, failure to promote public safety4 or creation of barriers to 
learning5, public policy reforms have focused on eliminating financial sanctions and obstacles 
that limit children’s immediate and future opportunities. Despite systemic changes at local and 
state levels6, the use of economic sanctions in K-12 public schools—and the unique harmful 
collateral consequences7 that follow— have remained largely underexamined and unaddressed.  
 
This research brief presents information on the prevalence of educational school-based fines 
and fees provisions in Pennsylvania public schools’ codes of conduct and student and family 
handbooks, which convey schools’ rules, and highlights the significant impact of their 
imposition on students, caregivers and families. In a state where education is a “fundamental 
right,”8 and in which existing educational inequities have been shown to severely impact the 
learning opportunities of children, the elimination of unjust educational fines and fees is a key 
next step to promoting supportive school environments in which learning is free, equitable, and 
accessible.  
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Contextualizing Educational School-Based Fines and Fees: 
 Inequity in Pennsylvania Schools 

 
 
Pennsylvania is home to some of the nation’s most inequitable educational environments9 and 
economically and racially segregated schools in the nation.10 This is evident whether measured by per 
student funding11, students and families living in poverty12, intersectional disparities in student exposure 
to exclusionary school discipline13 and police contact and arrests.14 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Study Methods and Key Findings 

 
 
 
To examine the issue of unjust educational school-based fines and fees in Pennsylvania public 
schools, a systematic review was conducted of more than 700 student and family handbooks 
and codes of conduct15 published by 704 Local Education Agencies16 during the 2021-2022 
school year across the Commonwealth. Using a closed set of primary set of terms17 each 
student and family handbook and code of conduct was coded line-by-line for content.18 Analysis 
yielded a key finding—across Pennsylvania public schools 3,846 unique educational fines and 
fees provisions existed.19  
  

Pennsylvania is home to some of the nation’s most inequitable educational environments9 and 
economically and racially segregated schools in the nation.10 This is evident whether measured by per 
student funding11, students and families living in poverty12, intersectional disparities in student 
exposure to exclusionary school discipline13 and police contact and arrests.14 
 

• In 2024, 70% of students were affected by an over $4 billion adequacy gap. 
• In school year 2019–20, highest poverty districts received $2,867 or 16.7% less per pupil 

than what is deemed necessary for adequate funding. Lowest poverty districts received 
$10,045 or 151.5% more per pupil. 

• Since 2019, more than half of students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch. 

• In 2023, 1 in 6 children under 18 lived in poverty.   
o 3 in 10 Black children 
o 3 in 10 Latina/o/x children 
o 3 in 10 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children 
o 2 in 10 American Indian/Alaska Native children 
o 1 in 10 white children 

• Since 2019, suspended Black students ten times more than white students. 
• Since 2019, increasingly suspended Black students with disabilities at a much higher rate.   
• In school year 2018–19, arrested Black girls fourteen times the rate of white girls in similar 

school related matters. 
• In school year 2018–19, arrested students with disabilities two to four times the rate of 

their non-disabled peers. 
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Common Categories of Educational Fine and Fees Cost 

Library book fine20 $0.25/day  

Late pick up and drop off fees21 $1/minute 

Hall pass replacement charges22 $5 

ID replacement charges23 $20 

Parking fines24 $25 
Participation charges25 $50 

Activity fee26 $100 

Technology charge27 $100 

Yearly class dues28 $250 

Laptop replacement fee29 $500-800 
 
To understand the use and harms of such provisions, the research team worked with attorneys 
at the Education Law Center-Pennsylvania (ELC-PA) to assess primary and collateral outcomes. 
Below, this brief provides three client vignettes to highlight three significant consequences. As 
these examples and the overall review of files indicated, ELC-PA clients not only faced serious 
and compounding economic barriers, but students’ access to their fundamental right to public 
education30 was meaningfully undermined. Additionally, students faced post-graduation 
barriers as a result of incurring educational debt in their public schools with the potential for 
long-term harm.  
 
Under the extensive educational fines and fees provisions children and families inability to pay 
results in a cascade of primary and secondary harms, including: 
 

• Restricting physical entry to into school.31 

• Enacting barriers to graduation.32 
• Excluding participation in graduation ceremonies.33 
• Excluding participation in school activities and extracurricular activities.34  
• Withholding of educational materials, report cards, and transcripts.35 

• Limiting access to library materials.36 
• Referrals to debt collection agencies.37  
• Referrals to county prosecutor’s offices.38 
• Additional fines and fees within the court systems.39 

 
As these findings indicate, the use of educational school-based fines and fees across the 
Commonwealth is not simply an issue of economics. Instead, it is as importantly an issue of 
equitable access to learning for students. Research has shown that equitable access to 
education fundamentally shapes children’s lives far beyond the schoolhouse doors.40 The 
benefits associated with educational opportunity and attainment can last a lifetime. Even a 
single year of additional education can increase lifetime earnings by 10 percent41 and decrease 
adult mortality risk.42 By age twenty-five, individuals with a high school degree can expect to 
live over 10 years longer than those without one, and people with the most educational 
privilege can live nearly 11 years longer than people with the least educational privilege.43 
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Conversely, the clear harms caused by educational deprivations, can ripple across generations. 
Reduced access to education has been linked with lower earnings44, serious health problems45, 
and increased mortality rates.46 Additionally, the lack of a high school diploma or GED 
correlates more strongly than any other risk factor with experiences of youth homelessness.47  
 
The imposition of school-based economic sanctions also adversely impacts parents and 
caregivers, as well as the relationship between school staff and the families and students they 
serve. As the following real-life examples illustrate, the imposition of educational fines and fees 
shift schools away from being supportive and inclusive to places in which students and families 
feel unwelcomed, punished, and excluded.  
 
Chloe’s story: how educational fines and fees undermine students’ right to education 
 

Chloe48 was a Pennsylvania high school student living in an emergency shelter without 
access to supportive services from her school. Because she was unable to afford a five-
dollar student ID replacement fee, she was forced to miss many days of school. To make 
matters worse, the school insisted on charging Chloe an additional dollar for every day 
she was missing her ID. There was no limit on the per-diem fee and the fines just 
accumulated. The school did not provide Chloe and her family with notice before 
imposing these fees––further violating Chloe’s rights. Each day that Chloe turned up 
without an ID, she was fined again and turned away from school. Eventually, Chloe 
missed so many days of school that her school threatened to refer her to the local district 
court for violating compulsory school law where she and her family could be subject to 
further fines and fees or potentially jailtime.49   

 
Emma’s story: how fines and fees restrict students’ opportunities after graduation 
 

After graduating from high school, Emma (a student parenting on their own and 
experiencing homelessness after ageing out of the child welfare system) was unable to 
pay the 15-dollar fee to obtain a replacement diploma due to severe financial hardship. 
As a result, they were unable to enter a specialized training program that would have 
provided a living wage and opportunities for advancement and additional education. 
Despite Emma’s repeated efforts to obtain their diploma, the school refused to waive the 
fee.   

 
Nova’s story: how fines and fees affect parents and caregivers50 
 

Nova is a Black single mother of four public-school children. When she indicated that she 
was unable to afford the over 300-dollar school uniform fee51 for one of her children, 
school officials informed Nova that her child was not allowed at the school––and that 
her child would be sent home if she showed up without a full uniform. Nova faced an 
impossible decision: either purchase the uniform and forego her car and utility payments 
that month, or allow the school to refuse to educate her daughter––in violation her 
fundamental right to a public education. In “choosing” her daughter’s education, Nova 
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was unable to make her car payment and pay for her utilities. Halfway through the 
school year, she was still unable to pay off the cost of the uniform.  

 
Recommendations 

 

To advance educational access and equity and reduce unjust and unnecessary childhood and 
familial economic stress, this brief concludes with the following recommendations.  

For Community Members  

• Learn more about your local school’s policies and practices regarding fines and fees to 
determine if existing exemptions, such as those afforded under the federal McKinney-Vento 
Act or Pennsylvania’s Act 1, apply to you, and exercise your rights under existing laws.  

• Advocate to your school board to end the practice of school-based educational fines and 
fees and return any fees collected.  

• Share this research brief with others to build knowledge and power in communities about 
the enduring harms of fines and fees.  

• Join the movement against school-based fines and fees and continue to follow this 
important work.  

For School Leaders  

• Impose an immediate moratorium on collecting educational school-based fines and fees 
while policies, practices, and procedures are being revised. 

• Review current policies, practices, and procedures to identify where educational school-
based fines and fees are imposed, including those that are not reflected in Codes of 
Conduct, Handbooks, or internal procedures. 

• Prohibit the imposition or collection of educational school-based fines and fees in polices, 
practices, and procedures to ensure that public education is both equitable and accessible. 

o Train district-level and building-level administrators to ensure that they know that 
educational school-based fines and fees are prohibited and to ensure that schools 
within a school district or charter network are not deviating from the district or 
network’s policy.  

o Inform students and caregivers that educational school-based fines and fees are 
banned, and that no child can be penalized or denied educational opportunities 
due to non-payment.  

o Develop and implement a complaint mechanism that caregivers and students can 
use to report the issuance of fines and fees after they are banned.  

• Eliminate practices that deny children educational opportunities in response to 
nonpayment of an educational school-based fine or fee.  

• Return all fines and fees collected during the school year and zero out any balances that 
current or former students have incurred.  
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• Reverse any punishments for current students stemming from educational school-based 
fines and fees, and expunge children’s disciplinary records, if punishments were formally 
recorded 

• Offer automatic expungements to former students if disciplinary consequences were 
recorded in their school records and provide notice to former students about the 
expungement process.  

For Policymakers at the Local, State, and Federal Level 

• Impose a moratorium on all educational school-based fines and fees until legislation is 
passed that formally bans the practice.  

• Advocate for passage of legislation banning educational school-based fines and fees and 
requiring that children’s current balances be zeroed out.  

• Direct all State Education Agencies (SEAs) and Local Education Agencies (LEAs) to 
undertake equity audits, including an analysis of whether previously collected educational 
school-based fines and fees were disproportionately imposed on students of color and/or 
students living in poverty.  

• Undertake economic impact assessments to determine the upstream and downstream 
impacts caused by educational school-based fines and fees.   

• Recommend that the United States Department of Education and the State Departments 
of Education (e.g. the Pennsylvania Department of Education) issue guidance advocating 
the prohibition of educational fines and fees in public schools, outlining the enduring harms 
caused by these practices, advocating for a moratorium on all public school-based fines and 
fees until legislation is passed banning the practice, and reiterating existing rights to be free 
from school-based fees under applicable federal and state law.  

Conclusion 
 
Education plays a critical role in students’ lives, and students in Pennsylvania deserve the right 
to attend schools in which their opportunities are not limited by unjust educational fines and 
fees. The entitlement to a free education and the right to a comprehensive, effective, and 
contemporary system of public education that gives every student a “meaningful opportunity 
to succeed academically, socially, and civically”52 should guide immediate policy reforms. 
Following the lead of other children-serving systems and institutions, Pennsylvania schools 
must recognize and eliminate school-based economic sanctions practices and policies that 
restrict learning access, exacerbate existing educational inequalities, and compound economic 
hardships for low-income and racialized children, families, and communities.           
 

 

The full study highlighted this brief is available here. To learn more about educational fines and fees across the 
country, a companion FAQ on educational fines and fees is available here.  
 

 

https://bclawreview.bc.edu/articles/3115
https://www.uclawsf.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Educational-Fines-and-Fees_FINAL-5.27.25.pdf
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