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Methodology 

Estimating the dollars received by schools in the form of voluntary contributions is difficult. Ideally, it would be 
possible to “follow the money,” and systematically document the trail of funds from the individual donation to the 
non-profit support entity, then, from that organization to the district or school, and eventually describe how those 
funds are spent. Though straightforward, the “follow the money” strategy presents three major challenges. First, 
correctly identifying organizations that support education and then linking them to specific local public schools 
and districts is a daunting task with many obstacles. This report, like others, relies on information from IRS form 
990, but it employs a novel approach by matching organizations to public schools using their physical or mailing 
address. This strategy significantly expands the number of support organizations identified. Still, this 
methodological strategy has its limitations. It is quite laborious to identify organizations associated with schools 
and there are likely many organizations excluded from this analysis. The first part of this Technical Appendix 
discusses this method in greater detail. 

The second challenge that emerges is an accounting problem with several dimensions. To begin with, many 
organizations are not required to file form 990 (those with less than $50,000 in annual revenues), meaning that 
they are unlikely to be observed in the fiscal files. The absence of these organizations in our analysis introduces 
a downward bias in our estimates. Timing also presents a problem. The foundation or non-profit organization’s 
fiscal year may not match the schools and organizations file multiple forms per year or amended forms in 
subsequent years. Therefore, revenues reported for a given fiscal year must be interpreted with some caution. 
Perhaps an even bigger problem is that we cannot discretely separate out what share of the reported revenues 
actually gets donated. The IRS does not require organizations to explicitly identify their donations or direct 
expenditures on behalf of schools. Instead, we can only estimate the level of donations based upon the total 
revenues they report raising and applying a rough measure of overhead costs. The second part of this Technical 
Appendix describes this challenge in greater detail. 

Finally, even if we can identify which organizations are supporting education and correctly account for what 
share actually is donated to the schools, discerning how the schools spend those funds is very problematic. The 
accounting system used by California’s schools provides, at best, only part of the story. For this report, we went 
one step further and attempted to reconcile the documented donations listed in trustee board minutes with their 
budget documents for a sample of districts. And, even this labor-intensive approach can overlook direct 
expenditures by the foundations that amount to in-kind contributions to the schools. The findings from that effort 
are summarized in the body of the report. 
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Identifying Organizations Providing 
Voluntary Contributions to Schools 

To identify organizations contributing resources to schools, we followed the general approach described by 
Brunner and Sonstelie (1997) which begins with fiscal information provided to the IRS by nonprofits associated 
with schools and school districts. There are some important changes we made to that method, however, in an 
effort to provide a more comprehensive picture of voluntary contributions. 

The starting place, then, is the Master File, maintained by the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS) 
housed by the Urban Foundation.1 Organizations with revenues greater than $50,000 are required annually to file 
IRS form 990 by the 15th day of the fifth month after the start of their fiscal year. Prior to tax year 2010, the 
minimum threshold required to file a form 990 was $25,000.2 The form 990 serves as something of a tax return 
for nonprofits where they are required to list their revenues and expenditures for the year. Organizations that fail 
to file a form 990 for three consecutive years automatically lose their tax-exempt status from the IRS.  

The National Center for Charitable Statistics gathers the IRS form 990s and compiles them into annual files called 
Core Files. Each year they produce two Core Files: one for public charities and one for private foundations. We 
purchased the Core Files for each year from 1989–2011.3 

Table A1 lists the NCCS core variables used each year for public charities and private foundations in the 
accompanying report. Copies of forms are also included. The file contains information for nearly 3 million 
organizations, including their name, employer identification number (EIN), address, and start and end dates. 

TABLE A1  
National Center for Charitable Statistics Core Variables by Year, 1989-2011 

 Public Charities Private Foundations  

 
Compensation 

(Part IX,  
Lines 5-6) 

Payroll 
Taxes  

(Part IX, 
Line 10) 

Professional 
Fundraising 
Fees (Part I, 

Line 16a) 

Operational & 
Administrative 
Expenses (Part 

I, Line 24) 

Total 
Expenditures 

(Part I,  
Line 26) 

Compensation 
of Officers 

Gifts & 
Grants 

Paid(Part I, 
Line 25) 

Fiscal 
Year 

1989 Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
1990 Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
1991 Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
1992 Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
1993 Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
1994 Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
1995 Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
1996 Yes No Yes Yes   Yes 
1997 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 

                                                           
1 Brunner and Sonstelie (1997a, 1997b, 2003) and Brunner and Imazeki (2003, 2005) use the Registry of Charitable Trusts (RCT) maintained by the California 
Attorney General’s Office as their starting place. We did not replicate that effort for a simple reason: We were unable to obtain a paper or electronic copy of the RCT 
when the project began in 2011. The Attorney General’s Office website features only a third-party searchable database that is not populated by the state registry and it 
is not possible to produce a populated list of all nonprofits in California. Also, local PTAs can only be found in the IRS Master File, as prior studies note they do not 
register with the RCT. 
2 Since 2007, organizations with revenues lower than the threshold are required to file a 990-N (epostcard) through the Urban Institute. The 990-N fields only include 
identifying information and not revenues or expenditures. 
3 There is no 1993 Core File for private foundations. 
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 Public Charities Private Foundations  

 
Compensation 

(Part IX,  
Lines 5-6) 

Payroll 
Taxes  

(Part IX, 
Line 10) 

Professional 
Fundraising 
Fees (Part I, 

Line 16a) 

Operational & 
Administrative 
Expenses (Part 

I, Line 24) 

Total 
Expenditures 

(Part I,  
Line 26) 

Compensation 
of Officers 

Gifts & 
Grants 

Paid(Part I, 
Line 25) 

Fiscal 
Year 

1998 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
1999 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2000 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2001 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2002 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2003 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2004 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2005 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2006 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2007 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2008 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2009 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2010 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 
2011 Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 

SOURCE: National Center for Charitable Statistics. 

Our identification strategy relied on the address of an organization with the goal of matching that address to a 
California local education agency (e.g. school, school district, or county office of education). The addresses are 
obtained from the Master File and from the Core Files. Both sources of data are used because information that is 
missing or outdated in one file may be available in the other.4  

The first step, then, is to sort out only the organizations that are clearly located in California (12%). These 
organizations’ addresses are then run through GIS software to produce a standard address. Many of the 
organizations use abbreviations (e.g. rch sta mgta is Rancho Santa Margarita), intersections (e.g. 12th & Webster), 
or misspell some portion of their address (e.g. Berkley, Beberly Hills). Unfortunately, GIS software cannot be 
used to actually identify the organizations as schools or districts. Only about 50 percent of all addresses were 
matched to an official address, mainly because so many of the addresses are post office boxes or business suites.5  

The list of 380,000 California nonprofits was further culled in an effort to produce a master file of unique 
California organization addresses to match to local education entities. Unfortunately, we discovered that an 
address isn’t necessarily unique to an organization. For example, there are 839 chapters of the California School 
Employees Association with unique EINs, however they all use the same address (headquarters) to file their form 
990. Large universities have hundreds of affiliation nonprofits and student groups. In Los Angeles and San 
Francisco, dozens of nonprofits use the same auditor or accountant and use that address as the official address of 
the nonprofit (including the Los Angeles Unified School District education foundation).  

The next step in refining the list was to take advantage of organization name and type codes in the Master File and 
Core Files to (1) exclude organizations that were clearly not affiliated with education (e.g., chambers of 
commerce, labor organizations, credit unions, churches, and cemetery companies) and (2) include those with a 

                                                           
4 For example, 7% of organizations that list an address at least once in California also list at some point an address in another state. Of the organizations that have 
always had a California address, about 37% have had multiple zip codes. 
5 The first pass required a match score of 90% or better, with an 80% spelling sensitivity. The second pass reduced the spelling sensitivity to 60% and the minimum 
match score to 80%. 
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relatively high probability of being connected to schools (e.g., those with the words “education” or “PTA” in their 
name). A series of data cleaning loops on the name variable produced a pool of possible education-related 
organizations consisting of more than 79,000 unique organization-address observations.  

It was then feasible to begin matching organizations to schools and districts by address. To match them, we 
employed the “reclink” command developed by Michael Blasnik6, using street address and zip code as the two 
other variables that could be compared to generate a match score. We required a minimum match score of 97 
percent.  

The school address part of the equation presents its own challenges. Our study period covered a span of more 
than 20 years, and over that time schools can enter and exit and multiple schools can share an address. This is 
particularly true for charter schools. School districts also lapse, merge, or unify, which creates a new identification 
code. We set up a process where organizations were first matched to open schools’ physical address, open 
districts’ physical address, county offices of education, open schools’ mailing address, district mailing, and COE 
mailing. This process then was repeated for closed schools and districts. After a number of labor intensive 
attempts to match organization and local education entities, we were able to identify a group of 33,451 possible 
organizations supporting education in California.7  

Verifying Organizations 
Not all of the organizations matched to LEAs through their address or name, however, were actually affiliated 
with district or school. This problem emerges because the data span decades. When schools close, they are often 
used for other purposes. Sometimes the new purpose is related to education (e.g. charter school, museum) and 
sometimes not. We verified each match to ensure that all of the organizations were actually related to education 
and schools and that they were correctly matched to the school or district. This section explains the verification 
process—what steps were taken to reduce the number of education-related support organization to 15,440.  

The verification process was designed to ensure that our analysis focused only on organizations that were directly 
set up by, or for, a school or district. Based on these criteria, we excluded from the analysis organizations that 
provide services to school-age populations and may be located at a school or district site. These types of 
organizations include summer or after-school programs for at-risk youth, foundations that support children and 
adults with disabilities, child abuse prevention programs, juvenile justice programming, foster youth support, and 
a host of counseling services for families.8  

Labor organizations, such as teacher unions, also were excluded. Similarly, chapters of national associations of 
certain subgroups of teachers (e.g. association of music teachers) and organizations that provide benefits to 
individuals (e.g., college scholarships), rather than the school, were dropped. Finally, funds that support capital 
projects (such as building or renovations) were excluded if they could be identified separately.  

Language and cultural programs, athletic activities, and clubs presented a unique set of challenges during the 
verification process. Some schools hosted nonprofits that provide after-school cultural and language instruction 
that also are available to adults (e.g. German, French, Chinese schools). These types of organizations were 
excluded unless they were directly associated with a public school program (e.g. a magnet school or IB/AP class). 
A second common problem was distinguishing between school athletics and youth sports programs. Most of the 
time the booster club identifies its affiliation with a high school, but there were many cases where a search was 

                                                           
6 Blasnik, Michael, (2010), RECLINK: Stata module to probabilistically match records, http://EconPapers.repec.org/RePEc:boc:bocode:s456876. 
7 A final matching effort was conducted re-running loops and pre-matching EIN and CDS matches, generously provided by Eric Brunner from his 2001 study. 
8Chambers of Commerce often set up education foundations as well. These were maintained only if they specify the school district or county as a grantee. 
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required to verify that the program was school-affiliated and not merely a league or program that happened to use 
facilities at the school. The same situation applies to other types of clubs (e.g., the Future Farmers of America, 
Lions Club, 4-H, Toastmasters, Family, Career and Community Leaders of America/Future Homemakers of 
America, etc.). Some of these programs are afterschool or summer programs while others are tied to a class or 
provide direct instruction. Generally, the Future Homemakers of America and Future Farmers of America 
programs are directly tied to the school and provide resources or instruction and these were included. The other 
clubs were not. 

The structure of Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) presented a final challenge for verification. The national 
PTA is composed of state organizations (divisions) which are then further subdivided into district, council, and 
unit PTAs. The district and council PTAs help the state PTA in various ways, such as organizing conferences.9 
Because they act as branches of the state PTA rather than being tied to individual schools and districts, they are 
excluded from this analysis.  

 

                                                           
9 www.capta.org/sections/basics/org-structure.cfm 

What’s in a name? Why verification is important 

Does the Lady Panthers Booster Club support the girls’ high school basketball team, or a 
woman’s city roller derby, or a summer softball league? The name of an organization 
alone doesn’t tell the whole story.  

The following are examples of organizations that are directly associated with schools 
and districts, though we wouldn’t know it from their names:  
 The Brahma Foundation supports Diamond Bar High School; 
 The HES Parents Club supports Healdsburg Elementary; 
 The Arab Sports Booster Club supports Coachella Valley High School; and  
 The Blue Thunder supports Saugus High School.  

Booster clubs and education foundations often use the school’s mascot or abbreviations. 
In other cases, such as an organization called the Center for Quality Education, the 
purpose is religious tutoring, and therefore is excluded from this analysis. Other 
examples also include private schools that often have similar names to public charter 
schools. Often when a saint’s name appears in Spanish, it is affiliated with a public 
school, while if it is in English, it is affiliated with a private school.  

Though verification is time-consuming, relying only on the names of support 
organizations can be misleading. During the verification process, the names are 
compared. When it is not an obvious match, a search for the organization is done 
through Google or GuideStar on the name and EIN of the organization. 
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Identifying the Funds Contributed  

Once all of the organizations were identified, their fiscal information from Core Files was then merged back. The 
process of identifying the funds available for contribution presents its own set of unique challenges. And, since 
some decisions made during that process could lead to systematic underreporting while others could inflate the 
estimates, we describe the steps taken in this part of the Appendix.  

First, it is worth remembering that the IRS form 990 filing threshold was initially $25,000 and then rose to 
$50,000 in 2007. Regardless of the threshold level, our analysis begins with only a subset of the organizations, 
and our overall estimates of funding are likely to be lower than what is actually raised.  

Another key consideration is how to define voluntary contributions. The NCCS annual Core data files include 
many, but not all, information reported on IRS form 990. Specifically, they include total reported revenues and 
total expenses. Prior studies estimate voluntary contributions based on the net income reported by nonprofits on 
the form 990 (i.e., total revenue reported less total expenditures.) Such an estimate of income would make sense, 
assuming that all of the listed expenditures are associated with operational overhead. However, we suspect that 
assumption may be flawed. Based on conversations with school districts and a review of documents from a small 
sample of districts, some of these expenditures are not for overhead or operations of the nonprofit itself. Rather, 
they can include transfers to the school district or even funds paid to individuals directly who are working as 
teachers or aides in schools. Subtracting these expenditures from total revenues would incorrectly subtract support 
for schools and districts that we would consider voluntary contributions. 

The following example illustrates the problem with using net revenue: 

In 2010–11, a district education foundation reports total revenues of nearly $300,000 and total 
expenditures of about $135,000. Net revenue then equals $165,000. In a line-itemized report that 
includes variables not included in the NCCS Core data file, the education foundation reports program 
expenses of $125,000. On this foundation’s website, we confirm grants paid to the school district totaling 
$125,000 for instructional aides and counseling services. The foundation lists $2,500 in administrative 
costs and $7,500 in professional fundraising costs. True overhead for the foundation is only $10,000. 
Using net income of $165,000 would represent just 57 percent of actual revenues raised ($165,000 
divided by $290,000). Using total revenue would overestimate actual revenues raised in this example by 
just 3 percent ($300,000 divided by 290,000). Finally, in the above example, we are reporting $290,000 
worth of voluntary contributions. This foundation only spent $125,000 for the school district in 2010–11, 
showing a fund balance of $165,000 at the end of the fiscal year. 

In an effort to account for only operational expenditures and not programmatic ones, we subtracted three line-item 
expenditures from total revenue to calculate voluntary contributions: 

 professional fundraising fees and services;  

 compensation of current officers, directors, trustees, and key employees; and  

 payroll taxes.10 

Because the NCCS data do not line-itemize program expenditures and because there is likely variation across the 
state in the relationship between nonprofits and their affiliated schools and districts, this report counts all revenues 
raised less any reported operational expenditures as total voluntary contributions, representing the amount that 

                                                           
10 Payroll taxes could include payroll taxes paid on behalf of other types of employees (such as instructional aides or teachers paid directly by the nonprofit), which 
may lead to an overestimate of expenditures. If an organization reports no compensation for their executive or administrative staff, we assume those payroll taxes are 
for staff in schools or districts whose salary is paid by the nonprofit. 
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could be spent on schools. Therefore, this report documents funds raised and not funds spent on behalf of public 
schools and districts. Together, it is likely that this report overestimates private funds spent in local schools for 
those organizations with observable revenue.  

Fiscal year 
The final obstacle to developing estimates of voluntary contributions to schools revolves around timing. Defining 
a “fiscal year” presents two types of challenges. As previously discussed, organizations have until the 15th day of 
the fifth month after the close of their fiscal year to file form 990, and lose tax-exempt status if form 990 is not 
filed for three consecutive years. The Core Files are based on the tax or calendar year (January to December). 
Each Core File typically includes four fiscal years: the calendar year, the prior two calendar years, and the next 
calendar year.11 A fiscal year’s revenues can appear in up to four calendar year files.12 Revenues for later fiscal 
years should be regarded with a bit of caution as they likely undercount revenue for organizations that had not yet 
filed form 990 or will submit revisions in following years. 

A second issue with fiscal year is that organizations can define their fiscal years on any date. Fiscal years for 
school districts in California run from July 1 to June 30. Organizations report the end month and year of their 
fiscal year on the form 990. For simplicity’s sake, only the end year is used to define fiscal year for this analysis. 
Therefore revenues reported for the organization’s fiscal year may not align with the school’s fiscal year. 

Other ways to collect revenue data 
To study voluntary contributions, researchers have turned to a few alternative approaches apart from using IRS 
reports.13 First, researchers have conducted case studies of a small number of schools, districts, or support 
organizations. These studies often involve just a handful of districts or schools and are therefore not representative 
of all schools or organizations but provide rich and detailed accounts of the practices in those specific settings. A 
number of such studies have been conducted—including in California—that may provide insights.14  

A second method is to survey schools, districts, or support organizations. Surveys are useful in that they usually 
are less time-consuming than case studies and can collect data from more respondents, making the results more 
representative and generalizable. Surveys, however, can suffer from measurement error. In the case of voluntary 
contributions, it could be that the survey respondent (a principal or superintendent) may not actually know how 
much revenue they raise or may define voluntary contributions differently from what the researcher intends. 
Furthermore, results can be biased if those who respond to the survey are systematically different from those who 
do not. Several large surveys of states (including California) provide generalizable trends.15  

The state collects annual revenues and expenditures from school districts through the Standardized Account Code 
Structure (SACS) database. Here, too, revenues and expenditures are reported in various sub-categories (e.g. 
property taxes, teacher salaries). One local revenue reporting category is “all other local revenue” that includes all 
other local revenue not captured by different reporting codes.16 Examples of such revenues from the state 

                                                           
11 See Guide to Using NCCS Data. The distribution of fiscal years within the processing calendar year varies annually.  
12 We used only the most recent observation for any given fiscal year. Approximately 25 percent of observations in the panel of all Core Files running from 1989–2011 
are duplicate EIN-fiscal years. Additionally, some organizations submit both the public charity and private foundation 990s for a single fiscal year. In these instances, 
only the public charity 990 was used.  
13 Some of the studies cited in this chapter include other local nontraditional sources of revenue, such as fees and business cooperatives. These studies suffer from the 
same identification issues as voluntary contributions. 
14 Zimmer et al (2001); Useem (1999). 
15 Brent (2002); Figlio & Kenny (2009); Merz & Frankel (1995). 
16 All other local revenue is reported using Object Code 8699.  
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accounting manual include library fines, contributions, gifts and reimbursement for practice teaching. In 2012–13, 
school districts reported raising more than $1 billion in this category.17 However, this reporting category is 
problematic for two main reasons. First, because it is a catch-all reporting code there is no way to isolate 
voluntary contributions. Second, the fiscal relationship between support organizations and schools and districts 
varies and therefore it is unlikely that all fundraising would be captured in this reporting category. Some support 
organizations write checks to the school or district while others make purchases or hire personnel directly.18 For 
these reasons, voluntary contributions cannot be well estimated using the SACS database.19 

 
 

                                                           
17 Education Data Partnership, 2012–13 school district local revenues. 
18 Imagine a typical high school marching band and its booster club. In some schools and districts, the booster would write a check to the school or district to purchase 
new uniforms while in others, the booster club would directly purchase the new uniforms and supply them to the school. In discussions with chief business officers and 
PTA officers, these different arrangements vary based on the type and size of the purchase, the level of the purchase (school vs. district), and the relationship between 
the organization and the school or district. In the case of large purchases, such as sports equipment, the purchase may be sufficiently large to trigger bid requirements. 
School districts may be better equipped and more experienced complying with these types of regulations. Personnel may trigger similar issues. If an education 
foundation or PTA wishes to prevent teacher or aide layoffs the organization may prefer to have the district handle tax withholding and contractual issues rather than 
employ the teacher or aide themselves. Furthermore, recent media stories highlight tensions in districts where the district may collect revenue centrally and allocate 
according to need. Some parents may wish to keep their funds at their school. See “A split of haves and have mores” as an example. 
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