Redbook – 2013 Edition: Frequently Asked Questions


Revision to Expenditures – Question #20, p. 11
20.)  Can school activity funds be used to reimburse the district for costs incurred in transporting students to a student group activity?

The Redbook specifically allows school activity funds to be used to pay the travel expenses and meals consumed by the student members during an official school trip therefore reimbursement of transportation costs incurred would be allowable.  In addition, any allowable expenditures that directly and solely benefit the student group are permitted to be paid by that group.  

The 2008 edition of the Redbook stated:  “School activity funds shall not be used to pay for basic routine operating expenses, renovations, or maintenance of school facilities and buildings.”  (See page 10, Item #2 under “Purchasing”.)

The revised Redbook states: “Fundraising activities are to benefit students, so fundraisers to cover staff payroll and other operating costs are not permitted.”  (See item #5 under “Fundraising” on page 7.)  As discussed in FAQ #3 under “Receipts”, some district activity funds have been deposited at the school level that were not required to be there resulting in funds other than those raised by students existing in the school activity fund bank balance.  

 Item # 3 under “Disallowed Expenditures” on page 17 of the Redbook states that school activity funds shall not be expended for “renovation or maintenance of school facilities or buildings”.   The list of disallowed expenditures is not an all-inclusive list but merely some examples of the types of expenditures for which school activity funds shall not be used.  Maintenance is an operating expenditure whether it is maintenance on buildings, grounds, equipment or vehicles used in the operations of the school district.  None of these would be permitted to be paid with school activity funds.

 “Basic routine operating expenses” or “operating costs” include many things.  NCES defines “operating” as: “Operating transactions are incurred in the course of the operating activities of the institution.” Anything needed to operate the school district’s regular activities are disallowed under the Redbook and that premise has been applied to all the FAQs throughout this document.  Operating costs include textbooks, copier lease payments, and instructional supplies.  School activity funds may be used to pay for these items only if they are used solely and specifically by the group raising the funds (examples: textbooks specifically used by the academic team to prepare for competition).   

When district-owned buses are utilized, many districts use a per mile rate to determine the cost of the trip.   The rate charged to student groups for transportation should include only the cost of fuel.  The proportionate share of the driver’s salary/benefits for the time spent on the student group’s activity may also be charged to the student group.  No maintenance costs of the buses should be included in the rate however amounts for maintenance may be included in the reimbursement claim only if the district can determine the amount of maintenance costs that are directly and solely attributable to the use by the student group being charged.  The methodology for determining such costs will be subject to auditor scrutiny.   

In many cases the budgetary issue created by this prohibition on school activity funds can be resolved by depositing funds in the appropriate place – if gate receipts, a district activity fund, are deposited at the district level then they may be used to pay for the entire cost of using a bus, including the maintenance component.  Conversely, if the school district chooses to deposit gate receipts into the school activity fund bank account, the district is willfully limiting the use of the funds and must comply with the Redbook.  See FAQ #3 under “Receipts” for more information regarding the difference between school activity funds and district funds.
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