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Summary

The overarching theme of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute’s report, Think Again: Is Edu-
cation Funding in American Still Unequal? is that the problem of inequality and inadequacy
of public school funding has largely been solved. While the report acknowledges that addi-
tional funds may be called for in some cases, it suggests those are relatively few. Relying on
national funding averages that can mask the shortchanging of districts serving vulnerable
student populations, the report’s analysis is too coarse-grained to inform state-level poli-
cy, where inequities and inadequacies persist despite the report’s assertion otherwise. The
report also recommends that policymakers stop pursuing funding adequacy (too subjective
and unscientific) and focus instead on improving efficiency and on equalizing tangible re-
sources like teacher compensation. This argument ignores a vast literature detailing rigor-
ous methods for analyzing education costs, allowing for reasonable calculation of funding
necessary to provide all students with genuinely equal educational opportunity. It also dis-
regards the persistent disparities and underfunding in many states’ schools and districts,
as well as the well-established connections between spending levels and real resources that
matter, like teacher wages and class sizes. Overall, the report lacks a sound evidentiary base
and provides no reliable or useful guidance for policymakers.
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I. Introduction

The overarching theme of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute’s report Think Again: Is Educa-
tion Funding in American Still Unequal? is that inequality and inadequacy of public school
funding is a problem that has largely been solved.* Authored by Adam Tyner, the report
contends that while some schools and districts serving high shares of children in poverty
may require additional support, substantial progress in equalizing school funding has been
made—despite public perception to the contrary. The report essentially presents an argu-
ment that the answer to the question asked in the title is a resounding “No!”

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report finds that on average nationally, school spending “has risen dramatically over the
last few decades” and on average, higher poverty school districts have slightly more funding
than lower poverty school districts. That is, school funding is now “progressive,” as it should
be, solving the problem of unequal funding. A few important facts are acknowledged: that
money matters for school quality and student outcomes; that it may matter even more for
children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds; and, that the current small margin
of funding difference may not be enough to really provide those children what they need.
These are important concessions.

However, because the report finds funding gaps to have largely closed, it concludes that
policymakers’ focus should move beyond a blanket recommendation to provide schools with
more money and instead promote more efficient use of existing resources—with additional
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funding in a few special cases. And in answer to others concerned with inequities who ar-
gue for adequacy of funding, the report answers that adequacy is an “inherently subjective
and unscientific concept” and thus policymakers should not concern themselves with such
things as determining education costs and cost variation to inform state school finance pol-
icies.4

The four main conclusions of the report are:

* Because funding is already progressive, improving the outcomes of lower performing
students requires reforms to make schools more efficient using the funds they already
have and/or allocating funding even more progressively.

Gaps in funding by race continue in a few states and should prompt continued action
to provide equalized funding.

Focusing on equalizing classroom resources, such as access to high-quality teachers,
is an objective with a more commonsense rationale—likely making it more politically
tenable—than providing “adequate” resources, which is more subjective.

The effectiveness of increased education funding faces diminishing returns in some
places, and other policy improvements, from better health care to offering child tax
credits, may improve the lives of students overcoming disadvantages more than addi-
tional funds for schools.5

II1. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings

The report’s conclusions are loosely supported by a collection of six claims framed as being
part of “conventional wisdom,” each followed by what is presented as a factual discussion—
often of counterclaims.

The first conclusion—that policymakers should focus on improving efficiency and perhaps
tweaking funding progressiveness rather than increasing funding in general—is built on
claims 1 through 3, which assert that despite public perception to the contrary, funding
has already increased dramatically and has “eliminated gaps between schools serving more-
and less-affluent students.”® The second conclusion—that there may be a “few” states where
there is a need to address racial gaps in funding—rests on claim 4, which suggests that con-
ventional wisdom conflates gaps in funding by income and poverty with gaps in funding by
race, and erroneously concludes that eliminating one means eliminating both.

The third conclusion—that policymakers should focus on specific classroom resources, rath-
er than chasing elusive adequacy goals—draws on claims 5 and 6. In claim 5, the report re-
jects the assertion that equalizing funding leads to more equitable classroom-level resourc-
es, like teacher quality, acknowledging that “some resources, such as high-quality teachers,
costs more in schools that serve more disadvantaged student populations.”” In claim 6, the
report challenges the “conventional wisdom” that equal school funding may not be adequate
to meet student needs, arguing that adequacy is inherently subjective and unscientific so
that what constitutes adequate “will inevitably be contested and variable across communi-
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ties.”® The fourth conclusion—that states should focus on other community supports and
services in high-poverty areas rather than relying on schools to provide needed services—
also rests on claim 6’s opposition to adequacy as a funding measure.

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

Most of the claims in the report are supported by a very selective set of references to litera-
ture. Perhaps the best use of literature in the report is to support claim 2, that money matters
and that money matters more for children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.
Despite the fact that there is a large body of research which affirms this finding—research
both spanning decades and recently published—the report focuses on one recent publication
by Kirabo Jackson.® While this a meta-analysis of numerous recent studies is appropriate,
the report ignores the fact that this study and the related work it cites undermine the Ford-
ham report’s central premise that we’ve reached a point of diminishing returns on invest-
ment in schooling. Rather, the analysis finds the opposite to be true, especially for children
in high-poverty schools."

The diminishing returns assertion is instead supported in the discussion of adequate fund-
ing, referencing two sources: an early unpublished version of a national cost modeling re-
port by myself and colleagues,'? and a Chalkbeat news article by journalist Matt Barnum?
questioning, anecdotally, why New York State schools don’t have better outcomes given that
their current funding levels meet our cost estimates (based on our more recent versions
of similar analyses). This discussion ignores the fact that in the peer-reviewed version of
our national cost model, my co-authors and I explain various reasons why a state’s student
outcomes might not meet targets even if funding is allocated at our predicted cost levels.s

To support the conclusion that progressiveness of funding is no longer a problem within
many states, the report relies heavily on a single source, which uses data on school and dis-
trict spending from 2017-18.° Based on a figure in this citation, the report concludes:

The only state where spending in schools serving poorer students is still mark-
edly lower than in those serving wealthier ones is Illinois, which enacted school
funding reforms in 2017 . . . In New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Vermont, and
Connecticut, funding for schools serving more low-income students is very
slightly lower, but in the rest of the states, school funding is either equal or
higher for the schools serving more low-income students.'”

More thorough, multi-year analyses applying alternative approaches to determining fund-
ing progressiveness suggest that this finding is incorrect or at least misleading—perhaps
because of the limitation of a single year of data, and/or by the single method used with-
out robustness checks across alternative specifications and approaches.*® It is not true that
Illinois is the only remaining regressive state. Pennsylvania is more consistently regres-
sive than Illinois, and other states are similarly regressive, including Connecticut and New
Hampshire. (See Appendices B and C.)*
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Even in the states that made progress from the 1990s to mid-2000s, like Massachusetts and
New Jersey, those reforms have faded and so too has the progressive funding that came with
them. Other states made little or no progress at all, whether ordered to by their courts or
not. Generally, however, there is a literature which shows that court orders do, on average,
induce positive response in funding progressiveness.2° However, even when a state achieves
an upward tilt of funding with respect to child poverty concentrations, all districts may not
be in line with that pattern. Many are left out and have been for a long time.2! (See Appendix
C.)

The author cites two sources to conclude that racial disparities aren’t perfectly aligned with
poverty-related disparities, both indicating that Black and Hispanic students receive slight-
ly more per pupil, on average, nationally, than their White peers.2? It’s possible to draw
this finding by examining the average within-state differences across all states—but again,
a finding based on such averages has little nuance and little value in informing policy. The
report acknowledges this by pointing out that even in some states where poverty-related dis-
parities have been resolved, racial disparities persist. Other analyses provide more nuanced
parsing of racial differences across and within states.?3 (See Appendix D.)

The report also cites a handful of studies to support the idea that it may cost more to recruit
and retain higher quality teachers, especially in higher poverty schools, and it uses these
findings as a basis for claiming that the current small margin of funding progressiveness
may be insufficient. Yet, the report still concludes that more emphasis should be placed on
efficiency and on specific resources rather than the funding needed for those resources—
implying a disconnect between how much money districts have, and the competitiveness of
teacher wages or other important classroom resources. The report does accept that in some
cases, additional funding may be needed for districts serving low-income or minority chil-
dren to be able to pay more competitive wages, but implies that this is not the norm and thus
should not be the emphasis of policy.

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

The main supporting structure of the report—a discussion of claims in “conventional wis-
dom” with exceedingly weak evidence for some of the points made—is hardly a sound basis
for determining far-reaching funding recommendations. A more thoughtful exposition would
establish a sound evidentiary basis for each assertion made and each conclusion drawn,
rather than this set of loosely coupled claims and rebuttals. More than a demonstration of
what is reliably known about current levels of funding, the structure—and even the very title
of the report—seem to be an effort to shift readers’ perception away from the critical issue
of underfunding for American public schools and to convince readers that the problem no
longer exists. If gaps no longer persist (though they do, even if averages mask them), and if
adequacy isn’t a concern (it is), then policymakers have no need to worry about such things
as determining common goals for schooling, what it may cost to achieve those goals, or how
those costs might vary from one child to the next or from one district to the next. Nor do they
need to consider what resources schools may need to meet the special needs of students in
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high-poverty areas, because other community supports and services should be attending to
those needs. The short version of the report is that (almost) all is well with school funding,
so schools need primarily to use their resources more efficiently, though more funding just
might be needed in a few places (which are actually many).

The single claim which is well supported—the second, which acknowledges that increased
funding positively affects outcomes for students living in poverty—is largely ignored in the
policy recommendations, except for acknowledgement that more funding might be needed
in a relatively few circumstances. Given the overall focus that the problem of unequal fund-
ing has been remedied and a point of diminishing returns reached, concern for remaining
inequities seems tepid, at best.

The report provides few novel analyses, and those it provides are selective, suspect, and not
especially meaningful for informing policy. For example, Figure 1 of the report purports to
illustrate how “Per-pupil, inflation-adjusted school spending has soared over time.”? It as-
serts that: “As shown, per-pupil school funding increased 81 percent in inflation-adjusted
dollars from 1985 to 2019. And since the Covid-19 pandemic, schools have been showered
with hundreds of billions in federal relief funds.”2s

My colleagues and I have explained on numerous occasions that adjusting the value of the
education dollar to changes in the prices of a loaf of bread or gallon of gas is inappropriate;
instead, we should think in terms of changes to labor costs over time and, in light of them,
determine how to provide schools with sufficient resources to maintain a professional work-
force of consistent quality.?® As one researcher has demonstrated,?” when changes in em-
ployment costs over time are taken into consideration, education spending has not grown at
nearly the rate some suggest. (For an updated figure using this employment cost index, see
Appendix E.)

Similarly, the report uses data through 2013 from another article?® to show how spending
gaps between higher and lower poverty districts have been closed over time. My review of
these data suggest that gaps were already closed by the early 1990s and that progressive
funding, on average, did increase until about 2008, at which point, some of that gain is lost,
with rebound occurring in the most recent years. (For alternative versions of this point, see
Appendix E.)

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

Put simply, the claims of “problem solved” are grossly overstated. Vast inequities in school
funding remain within several states, with districts serving low-income, Black and brown
children receiving substantially fewer resources, especially when compared with the costs of
providing those children equal educational opportunity.

Money matters, and it matters more for children from economically disadvantaged back-
grounds. There is no sound evidence to establish that we’ve reached a point of diminishing
returns in financial support intended to enable equitable educational outcomes for children
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from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

While adequacy may be to an extent subjective, state policymakers in every state have artic-
ulated outcome goals for their education systems, the point of those goals being to establish
standards that do not vary from one community to the next within their borders. To have
and enforce such goals without consciously determining what it would realistically cost to
meet them from district to district and from school to school is a subtle form of subterfuge.

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance
of Policy and Practice

The overarching premise of the report—that the problem of unequal funding has been
solved—is wrong. To suggest as much with facile illustrations of national averages is disin-
genuous. To suggest that school spending has risen dramatically to a point of diminishing
returns is misleading. No such messages are helpful for improving the state of school fund-
ing for children who need it most.

The goal of state school finance policies is to provide the resources needed for all children
to have equal educational opportunity to achieve their state’s outcome goals. Arguably, a
well-designed national/federal school finance strategy could go much further to mitigate
interstate inequality.?® While educational adequacy may be an elusive concept, existing state
standards are not. Further, there exist reasonable methods for estimating what is needed
to achieve those standards—methods that have been used in recent years in Kansas,3° Ver-
mont,3* and New Hampshire3? to inform K-12 school finance formulas and to inform the
financing of Texas community colleges.33

Policymakers can turn to such efforts to inform themselves about efforts to create truly equi-
table educational opportunity for all students. In contrast, they will find no useful guidance
in the sleight of hand performance in this report.
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Appendix A: National Cost Model

Figure 1 shows the relationship between funding gaps—standardized (1 = 1 standard devi-
ation)—and existing outcomes for school districts across the country. The funding gaps are
the differences between existing funding levels and the funding levels predicted to be need-
ed in each district, for children to achieve national average outcomes in reading and math,
grades 3 to 8, based on data from the Stanford Education Data Archive. The vertical axis
includes the outcome measure which combines reading and math scores—standardized—for
grades 3 to 8. Figure 1 has been created with data from our most recent version of the Na-
tional Education Cost Model.3+

What this figure shows is that districts with more adequate funding tend to have higher out-
comes on average. The correlation between the two is reasonable strong and linear. In other
words, there’s no clear point at which districts spend so much that they reap little addition-
al return, except perhaps at the point where districts are spending 2+ standard deviations
more than they are estimated to need in order to achieve national average outcomes. We
show in recent, related work that of the over 1,300 majority-Black/ Hispanic regular pub-
lic-school districts located in U.S. metropolitan areas, roughly 82 percent fall in the lower
left quadrant of Figure 1.35

Figure 1
National Cost Model Funding Gaps and Outcome Index

)
—

1

5

0

Outcome Index-Standardized

-5

Funding Gap-Standardized

o Districts Best Fit ‘

Year=2021 r=.6427

Readers can make their own scatterplots of this type for all districts in each state by going to
our district adequacy profiles data visualization tool: https://www.schoolfinancedata.org/
dcdviz1/. Select a state and select the “Adequacy/Outcomes” graph type.

Baker, B.D., Di Carlo, M., & Green III, P.C. (2022, April). Segregation and school funding: How housing discrimi-
nation reproduces unequal opportunity. Albert Shanker Institute. Retrieved August 2, 2023, from https://files.eric.

ed.gov/fulltext/ED620896.pdf
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Appendix B: Regressive States of Pennsylvania and Illinois

Below are our most recent calculations of funding progressiveness over time for Pennsylva-
nia and Illinois. Here, the progressiveness index is the predicted revenue or spending for a
district with a 30% census child poverty rate to that of a district with 0% child poverty rate.
Predictions are generated by a regression model of all districts nationally, controlling for a)
regional variation in competitive wages, and b) district size and population sparsity. Penn-
sylvania is regressive for both current spending AND state and local revenue throughout the
period whereas Illinois declines over time, but rebounds a bit when reforms are implement-
ed in 2017.

Pennsylvania lllinois
Progressiveness Index Progressiveness Index

\/\/\M

A

T T T T T
2000 2010 2020 2000 2010
Year Year

‘—0— State&Local Rev ——e—— Current Spending ‘ ——e—— State&Local Rev ——ea—— Current Spending

Data Source: School Finance Indicators Database

By 2021, in Pennsylvania, a district with 30% child poverty had current spending per pupil
just over 80% of that of the district with 0% poverty. In Illinois, in 2017 and 2018, current
spending per pupil was nearly as regressive as in Pennsylvania, but has since rebounded
somewhat.
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Appendix C: Statewide Patterns and Individual Districts

The figures below are intended to show that whatever the overall pattern—downward tilt (re-
gressive) or upward tilt (progressive)—of revenue or spending with respect to child poverty
concentration, that pattern merely represents the average trajectory and NOT the reality for
individual districts. Yes, Massachusetts is progressive, but that’s not especially helpful if you
are in Chelsea or Springfield. Or in Dover, NJ. And while Connecticut is regressive, it’s even
worse if you are in Danbury or Waterbury. Note also in the very first graph here, Connecticut
is approximately as regressive as Pennsylvania or Illinois by 2021 (see Appendix B above).
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Appendix D

The figures below show the regression coefficients (weighted for enrollment) for the re-
lationship between poverty concentration and racial composition and per pupil spending
(adjusted for regional cost variation and inflation) over time. The figure on the left shows
the overall national average pattern and the figure on the right shows the average pattern,
within states, across all states. The overall trajectories are similar. Progressiveness with re-
spect to poverty improved from the mid-1990s to 2008, then collapsed with the onset of the
great recession. In recent years, we’ve returned to approximately 2008 levels. Interestingly,
the rise and fall of progressiveness with respect to Black enrollment shares follows a some-
what different pattern, falling off after the great recession rather than during it. Nationally,
districts with larger shares of Latino populations tend to be very poorly funded, to an extent
because they are in the least well-funded state systems, including Arizona, California, Colo-
rado and Texas. On average, within states, Black and Latino students have resources similar
to or marginally above those of White students. Again, these averages mask huge differences
among states.

Progressiveness with Respect to Race & Poverty Progressiveness with Respect to Race & Poverty
wiht State Fixed Effect

Difference in Spending for 100% to 0%
Difference in Spending for 100% to 0%

1998 2003 2008 2013 1998 2003 2008 2013
Year Year

—Poverty —Black Latino —Poverty —Black Latino
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Appendix E

Finally, I present three different views of changes in absolute and relative funding levels.

1.

Nominal (not adjusted for costs over time) and labor cost adjusted per-pupil spending
for the top and bottom 20% of districts by child poverty within each state. Labor cost
adjusted spending uses the same adjustment as Weber (2022)3¢ intended to reflect
the annual increase in the cost of hiring and retaining teachers and other school staff
given the growth in wages of competing sectors, estimated using data from the Bureau
of Labor Statistics.

Spending per pupil as a ratio to the average spending per pupil in the same labor mar-
ket (Metropolitan or Micropolitan Core Based Statistical Area or rural area outside of
CBSAs aggregated based on Education Comparable Wage Index) for districts in the
top and bottom quintiles by child poverty concentration in each state (quintile assign-
ment is within state). This measure is particularly useful for characterizing differences
in spending between different types or groups of districts, like higher and lower pov-
erty districts, at any given point in time and in facing the same regional labor costs.
This approach corrects for both regional differences in labor costs and for changes to
labor costs over time.

Spending per pupil as a ratio to the estimated cost per pupil for children to achieve
national average outcomes, for districts by quintiles of child poverty concentration
(same as above). This is the most comprehensive approach to addressing differenc-
es in costs faced by districts. This approach uses a statistical model to estimate the
per-pupil costs in each district of achieving national average outcomes (math and
reading scores) and then compares current spending to those costs.3”

The figure in the upper left shows that on average, over time, higher poverty districts in
the same state have spent marginally more than lower poverty districts. That margin grew
through about 2008, then slipped back. Overall, spending has not grown dramatically when
adjusted for employment costs. The upper right figure shows the relative increases in higher
poverty districts through 2008 which then fall off, but rebound more recently. The pattern is
somewhat similar in the bottom panel when looking at spending relative to costs of achiev-
ing common outcome goals.
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