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While Utah’s economy continues to expand and generate new jobs at a good pace, recent data 
indicate that Utah is falling behind in our educational performance and that we face large gaps 
between our majority and minority communities.  Our high school graduation rates are behind 
similar states nationally, and our share of college graduates has fallen behind national levels.  
These developments raise questions about whether the next generation of Utahns will be able 
to enjoy the same standard of living and quality of life as today.    
 
What will happen if we fail to meet our state goal of seeing 66% of Utah’s workforce achieve a 
post-secondary degree or certification by 2020?  Will Utah be able to continue to attract 
investment from out of state if we fail to prepare our workforce to compete effectively?   
 
Fiscal policy is critical to achieving these important state goals. Following a decade of tax 
cutting that has put us at a multi-decade low in our overall level of state and local taxes, 
restoring our capacity to invest in our future workforce needs to be a top priority.  At the same 
time, our system of financing public investments needs to be fair. No family should be taxed 
into poverty as the price of educating their children.  
 

Restoring Revenues 
Even with the passage of modest proposals in 2015 
to partially restore the inflation-eroded value of 
the gas tax and school equalization fund, the 
state’s overall tax burden (including all state and 
local taxes and fees) remains at a multi-decade low 
due to income tax cuts enacted prior to the Great 
Recession. While tax cutting is always popular 
politically, the current reduced level of overall 
taxation raises questions about whether the 
current generation of Utahns is doing its part, as 
earlier generations did, to set aside sufficient 
resources to invest in our children and lay the 
foundations for future growth and prosperity.  

Creating a State EITC 
No family should be taxed into poverty as the price of 
educating their children.  The federal Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) already lifts over 70,000 Utahns out of 
poverty each year, nearly half of them children, by 
letting families keep more of what they earn. The EITC 
reduces poverty responsibly, by encouraging work and 
reducing welfare dependence for parents. It also 
produces gains in health and education for their 
children.  That’s why conservative thought leaders like 
U.S. House Speaker Paul Ryan have proposed expanding 
it. But Utah doesn’t need to wait for federal action.  We 
can become the 27th state to create a state EITC, 
matching the federal credit while using it to encourage 
saving for future education and advancement.  
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In January 2015 the Utah Foundation reported that 
Utah’s overall tax burden, including all state and local 
taxes and fees, had fallen to its lowest level in at least 
20 years: “Over the past several years, tax cuts have 
reduced Utah’s annual revenues by $479 million.”  
 
As a result, our investment in education remains well 
below pre-recession levels.  Per-pupil state formula 
funding for K-12 education is down 11.9% from FY 
2008 to 2017 (the current fiscal year). This 11.9% drop measures just the state contribution that 
constitutes two-thirds of our total public education budget. But the picture is no better when 
we look at the older data that include both state and local funding, which showed us seventh 
worst in the nation with a 17% drop in per-pupil expenditure for 2008-2014.  
 
While everyone enjoys paying lower taxes and having more dollars in our pockets 
today, these findings raise important questions about whether the current 
generation of Utahns is doing its part, as earlier generations did, to invest in our 
children and lay the foundations for Utah’s future growth and prosperity.  
 
Moreover, recent data on high school graduation rates and college degrees raise warning signs 
that should concern all Utahns. Every racial and ethnic group in our state — including our two 
largest populations, whites and Hispanics — is below national averages for high school 
graduation rates. At the level of higher education, Utah’s share of college degrees among our 
working age population has now fallen below the national average for the first time on record.   
 
Opponents of new education revenues have for years counseled patience, assuring us that the 
economic boom that will generate new public education revenues is just around the corner 
or perhaps just another tax cut away. How long will we wait and watch our educational 
performance suffer — endangering our future prosperity — before taking seriously the 
challenge before us?  



26 STATES HAVE A STATE EITC 
(percentages of the federal EITC) 

CA – 85% up to half of fed 
phase-in range (only W-2 
income – self-employ-
ment income excluded) 

CO – 10%  
CT – 27.5%  
DE – 20% 
IL – 10% 
IN – 9% 
IA – 15% 
KS – 17% 

LA – 3.5%  
ME – 5%  
MD – 28%  
MA – 23% 
MI – 6%  
MN – 25-45% varies 

with income 
NE – 10% 
NJ – 30% 
NM – 10%  
NY – 30% 

OH – 10%  
OK – 5% 
OR – 8% 
RI – 15% 
VT – 32% 
VA – 20% 
WA – 10% or $50 min 

(not yet funded) 
WI – 1 child 4% 
 2 children 11% 
 3 children 34% 

 

 

 
    EITC enjoys strong bipartisan support 
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Even as we strive to ensure that we are investing sufficient resources in laying the foundations 
for our future prosperity, we must also take care that no family is taxed into poverty as the 
price of educating their children.   
 

The federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) already lifts over 70,000 Utahns out of poverty 
each year, nearly half of them children, by letting low-income families keep more of what they 
earn. The EITC reduces poverty responsibly, by encouraging 
work and reducing welfare dependence for parents. It also 
produces gains in health and education for their children.  
That’s why it has always enjoyed such broad political support, 
from Presidents Reagan and Bush (I and II) to Clinton and 
Obama.  U.S. House Speaker Paul Ryan has proposed 
expanding it, saying in a 2014 speech at the American 
Enterprise Institute, “This is one of the few programs that have 
shown results. It encourages people to work by increasing the 
rewards of work.”   
 

How many Utahns now receive the federal EITC?  
• About 195,000 lower-income working households – 18% of all tax filers 
• Utah’s EITC households include 218,500 workers and 291,000 kids 
 

Utah can become the 27th state to 
create a state EITC, matching the 
federal credit while using it to 
encourage saving for future education 
and advancement.  We can also target 
it to our intergenerational poverty 
cohort, which includes 57,602 children 
and 37,512 adults (25% of adults 
receiving public assistance, 62% of 
whom worked at least part-time during 2015).  This will help our most at-risk population work 
their way out of poverty and create a better future for their children.  


