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SUMMARY. Research shows that school-based educational fines, fees,
and costs, e.g., economic sanctions, can limit students’ access and
opportunity across a range of educational, health, and economic
measures. Using data collected from publicly published district policies
(2024-2025 school year) of the two largest school districts by population
for all 50 states and the District of Columbia, this study examines the wide
range of barriers and restraints that school-based educational fines and
fees place specifically on high school graduation, including withholding
diplomas, grades, and transcripts as well as barring students from
participating in commencement ceremonies. Results affirm prior research
as to the national prevalence of school-based educational fines and fees
and add a new dimension to the growing evidence base of the harms of
such economic sanctions. The findings of this brief contribute not only to
the fields of education and economic justice, but highlight the need for
national, state, and local law and policy reforms to promote high quality,
free, and equitably accessible educational opportunities.




Key findings of the study:

In 48 states and the District of Columbia, public school district policies include
economic sanctions provisions that permit the imposition of a range of fines and
fees, including but not limited to, replacement identification fees, regalia
charges, locker fees, late pick up fees, overdue book fines, class dues, technology
charges, record copying fees, transcript administration fees, and textbook rental
fees.!

In 14 states and the District of Columbia, public school district policies provide
that a student eligible for graduation cannot receive their diploma or
transcript(s) until their outstanding educational fines and fees balance is paid.

In 6 states and the District of Columbia, public school district policies provide that
a student eligible for graduation and who has earned their diploma cannot
participate in the graduation ceremony unless, or until, their outstanding
education fines and fees balance is paid.

No state or the District of Columbia provides categorical protections or waivers
from school-based educational fines and fees for all students.

Figure 1. States with School-Based Fines and Fees Provisions in District Policies
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Figure 2. States with School-Based Fines and Fees Provisions in District Policies
that Impact Graduation
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School-Based Educational Fines and Fees Policies:
A Limit on Education Access and Opportunity

School-based educational fines, fees, and charges are economic sanctions, e.g.,
monetary costs, imposed on students, parents, and caregivers in K-12 public schools?
and operate two ways.

First, they serve to sanction students, parents, and caregivers and deter and
economically punish specific behavior(s). For example, at Memphis-Shelby County
Schools in Tennessee, fines are imposed on all students for late-returned library books,
and no limit is imposed for how much in fines a student could accrue.? In Arizona’s
Chandler Unified School District, parents and caregivers are charged $1 fee per minute
per student for late student pick up.*

Second, they serve to require students, parents, and caregivers to cover educational
costs in order to access the most basic of necessities, the required curriculum. For
example, Indiana’s Indianapolis Public Schools provides that all students are to be
charged a rental fee for their textbooks.> Cincinnati City School District plainly collects
student fees annually to “pay for part of the cost of essential classroom materials” and



such fees are assessed on the family’s income and number of children enrolled in
Cincinnati public schools.®

Like economic penalties in civil and criminal contexts, school-based educational fines
and fees often operate simultaneously, creating a compounded cycle of debt,
punishment, and exclusion —or “double burden.”” For example, in Salem-Keizer School
District (Oregon), schools may charge students fees for textbook rental, “supplies or
materials above and beyond the requirements necessary to obtain the highest grade
possible and credit in any course offering,” and in the event of non-payment, restrict
the student from participating in co-curricular or extracurricular activites.?

The Importance of High School Graduation

It is well accepted that high school graduation is associated with short- and long-term
individual and community benefits. As medical and health sciences research has
evidenced, education is a key social determinant linked to positive health. For example,
high school graduation increases a person’s lifespan by 6 to 9 years.® High school
completion is also associated with positive physical health outcomes, higher self-
reported health, diminished psychosocial stress, and overall healthier behaviors.!°

For students who do not graduate from high school, negative health patterns and
outcomes are evidenced in multiple studies. They are at increased risk, for example, to
experience poor mental health outcomes, chronic disease, and lower life expectancy—
which become exponentially compounded with entry into the school-to-prison
pipeline.!! Additionally, studies show that high school graduation and the resulting
level of educational privilege and educational attainment correspond with economic
stability and higher socioeconomic status for both themselves and intergenerationally.
Students with a high school diploma earn higher incomes,'? are more likely to be able to
attend college,' and experience decreased risk for experiencing poverty.!* Given the
key significance of high school graduation across a person’s lifetime, decades of policy
and practice have focused on ending structural and systemic barriers to graduation to
promote increased educational and economic opportunities.

School-Based Educational Fines and Fees Provisions:
Direct and Indirect Barriers to Graduation

Data from this study confirms that in 29% of states and the District of Columbia, public
school-based educational fines and fees policies create multiple barriers to graduation
for eligible and qualified students—with variation across the 15 jurisdictions. For
example, North Carolina’s Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools policy provides that both “a
student’s participation in graduation or promotion ceremonies will be denied” and
“Id]iplomas will be held for students owing fees until delinquent fee is paid,” which



could have the impact of preventing students from accessing higher education because
they are not able to substantiate that they earned their degree.®

In addition to direct restrictions on graduation, six states and the District of Columbia,
public district policies bar against an eligible and qualified student from participating
in their commencement ceremony until any and all outstanding balances are paid. The
Albuquerque Public Schools (New Mexico) provision, for example, provides “[a] student
may be prohibited from participating in the school’s graduation exercises until all
financial obligations are met.”!® Not limited to one specific educational fine or fee, the
Albuquerque Public Schools takes effect for multiple fines and fees.!” The policies in
Mesa Public Schools (Arizona),'® New Haven Public School (Connecticut),!® and Salem-
Keizer School District (Oregon)® all also contain similar provisions.

In 18 school districts, school-based educational fines and fees, for example, may result
in a student’s report card, transcripts, and grades being withheld,* thus limiting their
ability to enroll in higher education. Such a provision is set forth in the Billings Public
Schools (Montana) policy which provides that in addition to the withholding of a
diploma and transcripts for failure to pay, report cards and grades will also be
“withheld until formal notice that the obligation has been met.”?? A similar policy
exists in New Haven Public Schools (Connecticut) which allows for the withholding of
“a student’s report card, transcripts and grades” for failure to pay for the cost of lost or
damaged textbooks and library books.? The Boise School District (Idaho) policy
requires students to pay all fees before the student may graduate or be issued their
“report card, diploma, certificate, or transcript”?and Newark Public School District
(New Jersey) contains a provision allowing a student’s diploma and transcripts to be
withheld until all fee payments are made.? In Jefferson County (Jeffco) (Colorado)
Public Schools the policy provides for withholding of a student’s transcript when a
transcript fee is not paid.

Policy Protections for Students and Families

In 36 states and the District of Columbia, public school district policies present some
form of limited waiver or exception provision for school-based educational fines and
fees. Consistent with analysis of the provisions for application, form, and scope, these
44 policy provisions vary in scope with 3 key findings.

e No district sets forth a categorical waiver or protections from all school-based
educational fines and fees for all public-school students.

e 20 districts condition the waiver of school-based educational fines and fees
based on student enrollment in a free or reduced school lunch program.



e 21 districts do not provide information or instructions on when or how those
waivers apply to students or how to access any available waiver that may apply.

e 7 districts require students and families to apply for a waiver with each school
year.

For example, Milwaukee Public Schools (Wisconsin) only waives school fees for
students experiencing homelessness.?” Springfield Public Schools (Missouri) does
provide a waiver for athletic fees to those on free and reduced lunch but does not waive
activity fees associated with clubs, labs, and music activities.?® Further, under the
Wichita Public Schools (Kansas) policy students who qualify for a waiver are only
eligible for a proration based on their status under a free and reduced lunch policy.?
Under the Cranston Public School District (Rhode Island) policy, students may receive a
one-time exception to the lunch fee if a building administrator provides the student
with a signed note that the student must then present to the cashier at lunch.*
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