
individuals from less-affluent areas be denied 
access to a good education? Must funneling more 
resources into disadvantaged communities require 
“penalizing” affluent communities?

Responses among state legislatures to court 
orders on school funding have varied. The issue has 
not always broken down easily along conservative–
liberal lines. Indeed, the percentage of per-pupil 
expenditures has risen most steeply during periods 
of conservative ascendancy, such as the 1920s and 
1950s.11 This demonstrates the degree to which cre-
ating quality schools is a near-universal value.

Researchers examining the role money plays in 
learning have created models that attempt to factor 
in such variables as a school’s percentage of student 
dropouts, graduation rates, teacher salaries, and 

enrollment. These models also look at the percent-
age of children living in poverty and those in 
female-headed households, how many students 
have disabilities and how many of these have severe 
disabilities, and how many students possess limited 
English proficiency.12 Few believe that pouring 
money into a school district will automatically pro-
duce improvements. As a result, they also attempt 
to consider such human factors as the degree of 
cooperation among teachers, rates of absenteeism, 
and the extent of disruptive behavior in classrooms.

Most important, researchers try to isolate pre-
cisely how moneys are best spent inside schools 
to derive the most benefit. Areas in which 
increased funding translates into student learning 
gains, according to one study, include instruction, 

MAP 13-1

Spending per Student, Fiscal Year 2012

Source: Mark Dixon, U.S. Census Bureau, “Public Education Finances: 2012,” Table 11, http://www2.census.gov/govs/school/12f33pub.pdf. 

CA

OR

WA

ID

NV
UT

AZ NM

CO

WY

MT ND

SD
CT

DE
MD
DC

NJ

RI

AK

HI

TX
FL

VAWV

MS

LA

AR

MO

IA

MN
WI

MI

NY

PA

ME

NH

MA

VT

IL IN
OH

TN

KY
NC

GAAL

SCOK

KS

NE

$6,001–$7,000

$7,001–$8,000

$8,001-$9,000

$9,001–$10,000

$10,000 ≥

414 Governing States and Localities


