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Summary of Review 

The School Staffing Surge finds that between 1992 and 2009, the number of full-time 

equivalent school employees grew 2.3 times faster than the increase in students over the 

same period. The report claims that despite these staffing and related spending increases, 

there has been no progress on test scores or drop-out reductions. The solution, therefore, 

is school choice. However, the report fails to adequately address the fact that achievement 

scores and drop-out rates have actually improved. If the report had explored the causes 

and consequences of the faster employment growth, it could have made an important 

contribution. However, it does not do so. Unless we know the dut ies and responsibilities of 

the new employees, any assertion about the effects of hiring them is merely speculative. 

Further, the report’s recommendations are problematic in its uncritical presentation of 

school choice as a solution to financial and staffing increases. The report presents no 

evidence that school choice - whose record on improving educational outcomes and 

efficacy is mixed - will resolve this “problem.” The report's advocacy of private school 

vouchers and school choice seem even odder given that private schools have smaller class 

sizes and charter schools appear to allocate a substantially greater portion of their 

spending on administrative costs—two of the main policies attacked in the report.  
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REVIEW  O F THE SC HOOL STAFFING  SURG E: 

DEC ADES  OF  EMP LOYM ENT GROW TH  

IN AM ERIC A ’S  PUBLIC  SC HOOLS  

Joydeep Roy, Teachers College, Columbia University 

 

I. Introduction 

A new report, The School Staffing Surge: Decades of Employment Growth in America’s 

Public Schools,1 authored by Benjamin Scafidi and published by The Friedman Foundation 

for Educational Choice, analyzes the growth in public school personnel relative to the 

increase in students since 1992. It disaggregates personnel into teaching and non-teaching 

personnel and finds that between 1992 and 2009, the number of full-time equivalent 

school employees grew 2.3 times faster than the increase in students over the same period. 

Among school personnel, the growth in the number of administrators and other staff was 

higher than that of teachers. The report also argues that the unequal rate of growth 

(teachers versus other staff) cannot be attributed to the federal No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) law.  

In an era of competing demands upon state and local coffers, understanding spending on 

K-12 education is invaluable. We should identify and highlight best practices, with an eye 

to improving overall performance and closing achievement gaps. This requires a careful 

analysis of school spending disaggregated by nature and type, so as to eliminate potential 

inefficiencies.  

In this context, a report of this type could have been of great import. In particular, the 

report would have been helpful had it explored the causes and consequences of faster 

growth of teachers, staff and administrators, examining the variation across states and 

over time. However, the report’s approach is instead to document employment growth, 

label the growth as problematic, and then recommend certain favored policies (i.e., 

vouchers and school choice). It does not analyze the determinants  of such growth, which 

limits its contribution to a meaningful discussion of growth of K-12 spending. Further, the 

report’s recommendations section is problematic in its uncritical presentation of as -yet-

untested hypotheses and advocacy of policies with mixed records. In doing so, the report 

prescribes policies whose economic and educational efficacy is unproven and speculative.  
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II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report 

The report finds that between 1992 and 2009, the number of K-12 public school students 

grew 17% nationwide while the number of full-time equivalent school employees increased 

39%—2.3 times greater than the increase in students over that same period.  Among school 

personnel, the report finds that teaching staff grew by 32% while administrators and other 

staff experienced a higher growth rate (46%). The rate of growth was higher during the 

pre-NCLB years (1992-2001) compared with post-NCLB years (2002-2009)—during the  

Contrary to the report’s claim, there has been significant progress in 

educational attainment in the U.S. over the last few decades, 

including a considerable narrowing of achievement gaps. 

latter period, teachers and administrators both increased at about the same rate (7%). The 

patterns of increase were different in different states, though the overwhelming majority of 

states increased school personnel—both teachers and non-teaching personnel—at a faster 

rate than the increase in their students. Furthermore, the report claims there were no 

increases in achievement scores that would justify these added costs. 

The report also conducts two thought experiments: 

 What if states had changed their non-teaching personnel commensurate with their 

change in student populations (17% instead of 46%)? 

 What if the increase in teachers had been “only” 1.5 times as large as the increase in 

students? 

Under specific assumptions about average compensation and employment costs of non-

teaching personnel, the report finds that in the first case public schools in the country 

would have had an additional $24.3 billion—enough to give each teacher in the country a 

$7,500 raise. In the second case, American public schools would have had an additional 

$12.9 billion to spend, which it calculates as enough to give each teacher a $4,200 raise. 

III. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions 

The report relies on data from the U.S. Department of Education—in particular, the 2008 

and 2010 issues of the Digest of Education Statistics published by the National Center for 

Education Statistics. (It is important to note that the latest version of the Digest (2012) 

shows a much slower increase in the rate of hiring of public school teachers going forward 

from 2009, including a significant actual decline between 2009 and 2010. However, the 

numbers from 2011 onwards are estimated projections.2) 



 

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/review-school-staffing 3 of 13 

These data are supplemented by data from the 2010 issue of Education at a Glance 

published by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The 

report uses the NCES data to show that the rate of increase in either teaching staff or non-

teaching staff over the last two decades (1992 to 2009) in the U.S. far exceeded the 

increase in student enrollment. The OECD data is used to show that OECD nations’ 

publicly funded schools spend an average of 14.9% of their operating budgets on non-

teaching staff, compared with 25.7% spent on administrators, support staff, clerical staff, 

etc. in the U.S.3 

The unstated rationale behind the report is that instructional expenditures are more 

effective in terms of raising student achievement and the trend of higher growth in non-

teaching personnel over the last two decades is indicative of bureaucratization and “non -

productive” spending. As discussed below, this maintained hypothesis of spending on 

teachers being always more effective is unlikely to hold irrespective of context. That is, it 

is likely true in some contexts but untrue in others. And it does not necessarily follow from 

the data and analyses presented. 

The report also draws some speculative conclusions without considering other potentially 

relevant causes. The fact that teaching and non-teaching personnel both grew at a faster 

rate during the pre-NCLB period compared with the post-NCLB period does not 

necessarily imply that NCLB did not cause any significant growth of school employees, as 

argued in section V of the report. NCLB may have caused employee growth in some areas 

while growth in other areas was stifled by other factors. Shifting of dut ies of existing 

employees may also have occurred. This is all speculative; the data and analyses presented 

can give us no answers. 

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature  

The report’s use of research literature fails to provide an adequate and comprehensive 

view in several instances. 

Claimed lack of progress in student achievement 

Contrary to the report’s claim, there has been significant progress in educational 

attainment in the U.S. over the last few decades, including a considerable narrowing of 

achievement gaps. Dismissing this prior progress risks drawing the wrong policy 

conclusions. 

Tables 1 and 2 document the trends in student achievement in the United States over the 

last four decades. The gains look particularly impressive when disaggregated by 

race/ethnicity: Whites, Blacks and Hispanics each have made significant strides in the last 

40 years. The disaggregated picture also makes it clear that part of the reason behind the 

slower average increase is the fact that minorities, who have had lower  average scores 

throughout this entire period of time, now make up a much larger share of the student  
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Table 1: Average Reading Scale Scores in NAEP tests: Selected years, 1971-2008 

  1971 1980 1990 1999 2008 

9-year olds All Students 208 215 209 212 220 

White 214 221 217 221 228 

Black 170 189 182 186 204 

Hispanic -- 190 189 193 207 

13-year olds All Students 255 258 257 259 260 

White 261 264 262 267 268 

Black 222 233 241 238 247 

Hispanic -- 237 238 244 242 

17-year olds All Students 285 285 290 288 286 

White 291 293 297 295 295 

Black 239 243 267 264 266 

Hispanic -- 261 275 271 269 

 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2009, May). Digest of Education Statistics, Table 124. U.S. 

Department of Education. Retrieved November 28, 2012, from  

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_124.asp. 

Table 2: Average Mathematics Scale Scores in NAEP tests: Selected years, 1973-2008 

  1973 1982 1990 1999 2008 

9-year olds All Students 219 219 230 232 243 

White 225 224 235 239 250 

Black 190 195 208 211 224 

Hispanic 202 204 214 213 234 

13-year olds All Students 266 269 270 276 281 

White 274 274 276 283 290 

Black 228 240 249 251 262 

Hispanic 239 252 255 259 268 

17-year olds All Students 304 298 305 308 306 

White 310 04 309 315 314 

Black 270 272 289 283 287 

Hispanic 277 277 284 293 293 

 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2009, May).Digest of Education Statistics, Table 140. U.S. 

Department of Education. Retrieved November 28, 2012, from 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_140.asp. 

  

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_140.asp
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population. This is a trend that is likely to continue—in fact, as the Census Bureau 

reported earlier this year, minorities now constitute a majority of U.S. births4—and these 

disaggregated trends should be taken into account while interpreting the aggregate 

picture. 

Claimed lack of progress in graduation rates 

The report relies on recent work by economists James Heckman and Paul LaFontaine to 

argue that public high school graduation rates in the U.S. peaked around 1970 and have 

remained more or less at that level since then. However, because graduation requirements 

have been significantly strengthened over time and states differ significantly in the 

stringency of such requirements, the results in Heckman and LaFontaine are unlikely to 

depict the true picture.5 Even then, student-level longitudinal data from surveys show 

significant gains in graduation rates, and there have been corresponding gains in terms of 

earning more credits and completing higher curriculum levels. 6 College enrollment is at an 

all-time high in the U.S., and enrollment rates have been continuously rising over the last 

50 years. More than 70% of the members of the high school graduating class of 2009 were 

enrolled in college in October 2010—a number significantly higher than the 45.1% who 

were enrolled in college in 1959, the first year for which records are available, according to 

the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics. 7 

Importance of instructional spending vis-à-vis other forms of spending 

One cannot evaluate the consequences of a higher growth in teaching personnel compared 

with non-teaching personnel without a careful accounting of exactly where the additional 

money is going. For example, while class size reduction efforts likely account for some of 

the increase in personnel, a significant portion of K-12 school spending on personnel also 

goes to aides for special education, mainstreaming of special education populations, Title 

IX sports, remediation, bus aides, etc.—often as a result of a large number of state and 

federal laws—the effect of which, although of great value along several dimensions, may 

not show up in test score gains. Anecdotal evidence suggests that much of the increase in 

school spending in recent years has been to increase access to health and safety for 

students and to enforce curriculum assessment and accountability mandates. 8 

As yet there is no consensus in the research literature as to the proper balance between 

instructional expenditures and administrative expenditures. A recent and comprehensive 

literature review concludes that the best empirical research on this topic tends not to show 

either negative effects of administrative expense, or positive effects of instructional 

expense on student outcomes when addressed as internal shares of total budgets. 9 

Interesting evidence also comes from a recent study of resource allocation patterns in 

charter schools. A recent study finds that in Michigan, where charter and traditional 

public schools receive approximately the same operational funding, charters spend  on 

average nearly $800 more per pupil per year on administration and $1 ,100 less on 

instruction (holding constant other determinants of resource allocation). 10 Thus, the  
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Table 3. Average class size in primary education, by type of institution (2009) 

  Public 
institutions 

Private 
institutions 

Total: Public and 
private 

institutions 

  (1) (2) (5) 

Australia 23.2 24.8 23.7 

Czech Republic 20.0 15.9 19.9 

Denmark 20.0 16.3 19.4 

Finland 19.8 18.4 19.8 

France 22.6 23.0 22.7 

Germany 21.7 22.0 21.7 

Hungary 20.8 19.2 20.7 

Italy 18.7 20.2 18.8 

Japan 28.0 32.1 28.0 

Korea 28.6 30.5 28.6 

Poland 19.0 11.9 18.7 

Portugal 20.2 20.8 20.2 

Spain 19.8 24.5 21.1 

United Kingdom 25.7 13.0 24.5 

United States 23.8 19.3 23.3 

     

OECD average 21.4 20.5 21.4 

EU21 average 20.0 19.0 19.8 

 

Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2011, September 13). Education at a 

Glance, Table D2.1. Retrieved November 28, 2012, from http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag2011. 

 

report’s disparagement of administrative expenses while advocating for a policy that could 

increase these same expenses is contradictory. 

Class sizes across developed nations 

Contrary to the impression one might get after reading the report, class sizes in the United 

States are actually larger, not smaller, by international (particularly, OECD) standards. 

For example, as the following table shows, an average of 23.8 students fi lls the typical 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag2011
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American public primary school classroom, which is above the O.E.C.D. average of both 

21.4 students for all schools and only public schools. 

Private schools in the United States have lower average class sizes than public schools. In 

the United States, the typical public primary school classroom has 23.8 students, more 

than four more students than the average private primary school classroom (19.3 

students).11 Among the arguments presented in the report is the contention that small class 

sizes have no benefit after the earliest years of schools (and that benefits are small even in 

those early grades). Such contentions are not consistent with the research base. 12 Further, 

if class sizes did not really matter, why do tuition-charging private schools—which 

presumably compete in the marketplace with other schools for students—have significantly 

smaller classes than their counterparts in the public sector? It is interesting that in a paper 

arguing greater efficiency through staff reductions and against class-size reduction 

policies, the author argues for more private school vouchers and hence for more students 

in schools with small class sizes and more teachers. 

Efficacy of alternate ways to promote student achievement 

The report puts significant faith on school reform efforts that are either unproven or have 

not sufficiently demonstrated their potential to raise student achievement. Among these 

reform efforts are school choice and private school vouchers. However, the empirical 

literature suggests that these policies have not generated consistent and substantial 

benefits.13  

V. Review of the Report’s Methods 

The report disaggregates the growth in non-teaching personnel across the 50 states 

between 1992 and 2009; however, it does not go beyond comparing this growth to the 

corresponding growth in student enrollment. As such, the report provides no insights into 

the causes of this increase. More so, while there is substantial variation between the states 

there does not seem to be any obvious patterns in the trends—whether geographically, or 

in terms of low-income and high-income states, or in terms of states with varying political 

orientation, or in terms of states with collective bargaining and states without collective 

bargaining. For instance, while Arizona and Colorado both had large increases in total staff 

(61% and 64%, respectively), Arizona had a much larger increase in student enrollment 

than did Colorado (66% and 38%, respectively). Simply averaging such numbers, pointing 

to overall trends, and then advocating for school choice does not illuminate the causes and 

likely results and is a disservice to the report’s readers. A comprehensive study would try 

to relate each state’s growth of teachers, non-teaching personnel, and spending with that 

state’s changes in educational, economic, demographic, political and policy circumstances. 

It might then become a useful guide for policy. 
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The report asserts that most of the disproportionate growth in school employees, 

particularly of non-teaching staff, stems from the pre-NCLB period. This fails to take 

account of a number of important and potentially relevant factors. For example, it is 

possible that the growth in employment during the 1990s was the result of earlier pent -up, 

unfulfilled demand. The economy was in somewhat better shape in the years preceding 

NCLB than in the years after it, and it was in substantially better shape in the years  

The report’s methodology is completely inadequate for the purpose, 

and its significant biases and omissions undermine the potential for 

valid findings. 

following 1992 than in the years preceding it. State budgets during the 1990s were in the 

best position to allow for the reported growth. Further, the hiring that took place during 

the 1990s would have reduced the need for additional hiring in the following decade, 

which happened to coincide with the post-NCLB years. There is considerable anecdotal 

evidence that NCLB led to the hiring of different types of non-classroom teachers such as 

mentor teachers, data coaches, and other kinds of coaches. There was also significant 

growth of special education para-educators during the time-frame examined in the report; 

and Goals 2000, the first federal push for test-based accountability, came in 1994.Without 

accounting for additional factors—including rates of economic growth and incomes, prior 

hiring patterns, accountability mandates, etc.—which the report repeatedly fails to do, we 

cannot ascertain the true effect of NCLB on school staffing.  

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions 

The main thrust of the report is that expansion of payrolls at American public schools has 

been a waste of money. Increases in the number of administrators leads only to more 

bureaucracy and inefficiency, we are told—and increases in the number of teachers did not 

produce any tangible gains in student achievement over the past few decades.  

Yet public schools in the U.S. have larger class sizes, not smaller ones, whether the basis 

of comparison is other OECD countries or U.S. private schools. Moreover, the assertion 

that falling class sizes in the few decades after World War II have not been instrumental in 

spurring academic progress is not supported by the facts. The most careful studies of class -

size reduction find significant positive benefits of attending smaller classes.14 In fact, a 

recent study argues that attending smaller classes in kindergarten yields significant 

benefits later in life in the form of higher earnings and employment prospects in the labor 

market.15 Taken together, the evidence is in favor of lower class sizes, though of course the 

benefits are likely to be higher in some situations compared with others. 16 The finding that 

the U.S. has been adding teachers at a greater rate than the increase in student enrollment 

tells us very little about either efficiency or achievement.  
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It is true, almost by definition, that public schools would have saved significant amounts of 

money if actual personnel increases were lower. But this simple statement does not inform 

us as to the effect of this growth on student achievement or other valuable broader 

educational outcomes—for example, effects on bullying of special education students, or 

effects on sports participation due to Title IX. Would student performance and other 

outcomes that matter have increased if schools had invested more in teaching staff 

compared with non-teaching staff? Would all or most of these outcomes have not suffered 

if hiring of teachers and administrators were significantly lower than they really were? 

Instead of answering these more relevant questions, the study undertakes thought 

experiments regarding how much money could have been “saved” and either reimbursed to 

taxpayers as property tax relief or given to teachers as higher salaries. 17 Unless we know 

who the employees are, their duties and responsibilities and how crucial (or not) they are, 

any assertion about the benefits of hiring or not hiring them is merely speculation. It is 

simply the author’s selection of a favored interpretation without any proof that this 

interpretation is any more valid than any other rationale. Thus, blanket assertions like “the 

massive taxpayer investment for increased public school staffing could have been spent in 

a more effective manner within the public school system” (page 20) are simp ly unfounded. 

Interestingly, the author does hint at the importance of going beyond simple comparisons 

of spending and personnel growth, as the report lists the following two questions as 

important for consideration: “Are adding teachers and non-teaching staff at rates higher 

than increases in students a wise investment?” and “Is there an inherent trade-off between 

the number of public school staff and overall public school staff quality?” (page 19). 

However, there is no concerted effort to address these questions in a rigorous way; instead 

the reader is provided assertions extolling the virtues of school vouchers and cautioning 

against government intervention in education. 

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

It is true that over the last two decades staff employment has increased faster than student 

enrollment, and non-teaching personnel have increased at a higher rate than teaching 

personnel. Understanding the causes and consequences of these changes on student 

achievement and school efficiency would be very worthwhile, since the trends do raise 

essential questions. Unfortunately, the report, while highlighting the importance of growth 

in such spending, does not provide useful insights.  

Instead, the rhetoric of the report contends that such staff growth is inefficient and that 

such growth did not and would not result in a commensurate increase in student 

achievement. However, the report’s methodology is completely inadequate for the purpose, 

and the report’s significant biases and omissions undermine the potential for valid 

findings. The report does not further our understanding of the issue at hand and is of little, 

if any, help in guiding policymakers, educators or the public.  
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