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he  central  policy  objective  of  government-  fnanced  public  school  systems 

I 
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is  to  provide  for  an  equitable  system  of  schooling  that  makes  efficient 
to 


all  districts  and  states  with  the 

use  of  public  resources  to  achieve  desired  (or,  at  the  very  least,  adequate)  out 


modest  goal  of  current  national 
 come  goals.  There's  a  lot  to  unpack  in  that  statement.  To  do  that  work,  I  be 


used  to  evaluate  just  how  far  we 
 gin  with  a  brief  discussion  of  the  rationale  behind  the  provision  of  public 


goods  and  services,  touching  on  pure  economic  theory  and 
n  some  states,  such  as  Tennessee. 
 providing  some 


final  chapter  proposes  a  new  ap 
 historical  background  on  racial  and  economic  segregation.  I  then  review  the 


long-  -standing 
 literature  and  modern  conceptions  of  equity,  adequacy,  and 
es  on  raising  states  to  this  modest 


hemselves  are  contributing  their 
 equal  educational  and  address  conceptions  of  education  produc 


tivity,  cost,  and  efficiency. 
 (I  save  for  later  chapters  more  detailed  discussions 


of  methods  for  measuring  costs,  productivity  and  efficiency,  and  indicators 


for  evaluating  equity  and  equal  opportunity.)  I 
conclude  the  chapter  with  a 


brief  discussion  of  the  conflation  of  liberty  and  equality  by  those  advocating 


for  increased  choice  through  vouchers  and  charter  schooling,  which  conve 


nientl 

y  ignores  the  historical  backdrop  and  political  and  economic  theories 


behind  the  provision  of  taxpayer-  -financed  public  goods.  To  suggest  that  lib 


erty  leads  to  equity  is  to  suggest  we  can  have  our  cake  and  eat  it  too.  Instead 


as  Toqueville  wrote  in  Democracy  in  America,  these  two  societal  preferences 


have  always  existed  in  tension  with  one  another. 


E  DUCAT  ION  AS  A  TAXPAYER-  -FINANCED 


(QUASI)  PUBLIC  GOOD 


Consider  broadly  the  provision  of  public  goods  and  services  through 
 a  sys 


tem  of  taxpayer  support.  In  the  United  States,  for  elementary  and  secondary 


ed 


cation  in  j  particular,  that  system  combines  federal  (about  i0  percent)  and 
Ia 


17 
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state  and  local  (vary  by  state)  tax  dollars  to  pay  for  the  provision  of 
 publi 


dictions.  Families  with  children  and  preferences  for  "good  schools"  will  con- 


9 


c  ed- 


These  systems  are  largely  state  governed.  Local  tax  doll 


centrate  in  communities  with  high-quality  schools  and  the  taxes  to  support 

ucation  systems 
 ars 


from  property  taxes  on  residential,  commercial 
 and 


them  (just  as  empty-nest,  chain-smoking  narcoleptics  will  settle  in  commu- 

1l 
1n- 


dustrial  properties  within  geographic  spaces  defined  in  state  law  as  local 

nities  with  well-  -funded  fire  departments),  leading  to  eventual  perfect  equilib 


pub- 


these  districts  are  contiguous  with 
lic  school  districts.  In  some  states 

Under  a  perfect  free-market  system,  preferences  for  prices  and  services 


other 


municipal  boundaries;  in  others  they  are  not.  Generally,  the  rules  for  and 

rium 


will  be  optimally  aligned.  Households  will  have  the  mix  of  public  goods  and 
pa- 


rameters  determining  local  taxation  are  governed  by 
y  states.  State  doll: 


services  they  desire  at  the  price  (in  taxes)  they  are  willing  and  able  to  pay. 

ars 


typ- 


ically  come  from  general  funds  fueled  by  state  income  and  sales  taxes  and  ae 

Pure  theoretical  assumptions,  however,  are  often  undermined  by  distor- 


h  various  aid  formulas  governed  b 
allocated  to  local  districts  throug] 
 These  are  not  flaws  in  the  pure 
y  state  I 


tions,  market  failures,  or,  in  lay  terms,  reality. 
leg- 


islatures.  Similarly,  federal  aid  is  allocated  to  states  by  various  formulas  gov. 
 theory  but,  rather,  what  happens  when  pure  theory  is  applied  to  reality.  Two 


erned  by  Congresfrom  revenue  derived  primarily  from  federal  income  taxes. 
 conditions  for  markets  to  achieve  their  goals  are  perfect  information  and  per- 


Governments,  established  by  the  people  for  the  people,  collect  and  redis- 
 homevoters")  need  to  have  good  infor- 
First,  consumers  (or 
fect  mobility. 


tribute  tax  dollars  to  provide  for  the  mix  of  public  goods  and  services.  Invest 
 mation  on  the  quality  of  services  and  the  connection  between  service  quality 


ment  in  public  schooling  is  investment  in  human  capital,  and  the  collective 
 Second,  consumers 
+ 


price,  which  is  tricky  for  complex  public  services 
and 


bat  investment  are  greater  than  the  sum  of  the  returns  reaped  by 
 need  complete  flexibility  to  choose  one  price/service  quality  alternative  over 

retunste 


ers  her  education 

another.  Yet,  choosing  a  neighborhood  in  which  to  live  isn't  as  easy  as  choos 


2 


We  invest  public  resources  into 


the  education  of  the  public  for  the  benefit  of  the  public 

ing  Target  over  Walmart  or  Dunkin'  Donuts  instead  of  Krispy  Kreme.  Many 


The  dollars  provided  via  taxation  support  both  infrastructure  and  an- 
 households  simply  can't  afford  to  live  in  a  neighborhood  with  the  quality  of 


tfual  operations  for  public  goods  and  services,  This  includes  schools,  roads 
 sehools  they  desire.  The  benefit 


public  safety(police/fire),  national  securitry,  public  utilities,  parks.  Investment 

h 


yalues  is  a  double-edged  sword,  reinforcing  economic  disparity_across  neigh 


in  public  infrastructure  serves  not  only  immediate  users  but  users  for  gen 
 for  schools  the  rich 
borhoods  and,  in  turn,  reinforcing  tax  revenued 


erations  to  come.  Support  of  annual 
 dth 

operations  also  does  not  benefit  just 


oor  get1  ooorer 
get 


those  using  the  service  or  good  today  or  this  year.  Contributors  of  tax  dol 
 More  pointedly,  for  decades  real  estate  developers  in  collaboration  with 


lars  include  those  who  directl 

state  and  local  policy  makers  engaged  in  formal  policies  and 
 practices  that 
ly  and  (parents  of  schoo!-  -aged 


children  and 


property  owners  without  school-  aged  children) 
 codified  and  exacerbated  racial  and  economic  segregation  of  neighborhoods 


Minority  families,  subject  to  restrictive  covenants  in  propetty  deeds,  weren't 

tion  in 


g  values-"b 
 permitted  to  buy  homes  in  certain  neig 
hborhoods  and  for  decades  there- 
etter'  school 

e  property  values 
crease 


after  were  discouraged  and/or  not  shown  homes  in  certain  neighborhoods 


PURE  THEORIES  CLASH  WITH  UGLY  REALITIES 
 and  faced  higher  interest  rates  for  otherwise  comparable  purchases."  Policies 

5 


Since  the  19505,  economists  have  attempted 
 and  government-sanctioned  practices  prohibited  free  market  choices  among 
th 


to  wrap  market  theories  around 
e  provision  of 

publi 


households  that  were  already  far  from  equitable.  Manipulative  real  estate  de- 
c  good 
 sand 


gued  that  households  choose  among  jurisdictions  based  on  the  prices  pal 


services.  S 
pecifically  Charles  Tiebout  ar- 

velopers  and  their  investors,  in  collaboration  with  elected  officials,  crafted  our 


(taxes)  for 

publi 


goods  and 
 racially  segregated  neig 
hborhoods  and  schools 

and 


services  and  their 

types  of  services  provided 


references  for  the  qualiry 

P: 


Decades  of  legal  challenges  to  school  and  district  segregation  attempted  to 


product  or  service  on  the  market.!'  Th 

much  like  one  chooses  to  purchase  any  other 


mitigate  these  disparities.  But  a  handful  of  US  Supreme  Court  decisions  have 
tions  with 


us,  a  free  market  with  multiplejurisdic- 

varied 


prices  and 
shouldl 
 significantly  limited  lower  courts"  and  policy  makers'  authority  to  remedy  seg 
services,  and  h 
ead 


to  an  optimal  (efficient)  distribution  of  households  across  juris- 


ouseholds  with  varied  preferences, 

regation.  The  1954  Brown  v.  Board  of  Education  decision,  as  groundbreaking 
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d  school  systems  could 
 not  ex- 


as  it  was,  mereby  declared 
 disparities  in  educational  opportunities  that  remain  strongly  associated  with 

facilities  for  Black  and  White  children.'  And  the  next 


6 


income,  housing  values,  and  race. 
licitly  provide  separate 
 idance  for  remedying  school  seg. 

II  went  further  to  establish  gu 


P 


I  district  courts  were  charged  with 
Broun 

year, 
 federa 


In  the  period  following, 
 EVOLVING  CONCEPTIONS  OF  EQUITY,  EQUAL 

7 


the  integration  of  previously  segregated  school  systems.'  At  the 


8 


regation. 


OPPORTUNITY,  AND  ADEQUACY 

however,  real  estate  developers  were  instigating  and  then  capital. 


overseeing 


Because  of  the  vast  inequities  that  exist  across  our  public  school  systems,  legal 

same  time 


the  flight  of  White  families  to  suburbia. 


scholars,  advocates,  and  analysts  have  sought  to  develop  conceptual  frame 
izing  on 

Milliken  v.  Bradley  de- 


Digtict  court  judges  were  hindered  by  the  1973 


works  and  empirical  measures  to  illustrate  sources,  causes,  and  consequences 

cision,  which  indicated  chat  suburban  districts  could  not  be  forced  fo  play  a 


of  such  disparities  in  order  to  influence  policy  makers  and  guide  courts  in 
ation  if  those  tentionally  play  a  role 

role 


evaluating  student  and  family  rights.'  In  the  post-Brown  era  it  became  in- 

13 


that  most  racial  (and  economic)  segre 
9  Given 

g  the  segregatr 


1on. 

in  creatin 


creasingly  apparent  that  dismantling  of  segregation  would  be  a  long  and  in- 
al  boundaries,  not  merel 

gation  occurs  across  districts  and  municip 


y  across 


complete  process 
 Further,  even  where  greater  integration  was  achieved 

schools  or  neighborhoods  within  the  same  city,  this  constraint  severely  un- 


significant  disparities  persisted  in  the  quality  of  schooling  and  available  re 

dermined  furure  school  desegregation  efforts.  Concurrently,  the  US  Supreme 


sources  both  across  schools  within  states  and  across  states 
 While  racial  inte 

Court  declared  it  acceptable  for  Texas  to  permit  local  control  and 
 property 


gration  remained  a  major  national  policy  concern,  resolving  persistent,  deep 

taxation  that  lead  to  disparities  in  school  funding  across  school  districts.  At 


resource  disparities  across  schools  and  communities  gained  momentum  in 

this  point,  the  Supreme  Court  withdrew  itself  from  most  further  debates  over 


the  late  1960s  and  early  1970s 


school  funding  equity  or  adequacy,  leaving  these  questions  to  be  handled  on 

In  1979  Robert  Berne  and  Leanna  Stiefel 


synthesized  conceptual  frame- 

a  state-by-state  basis 


works  from  public  policy  and  finance  and  evidence  drawn  from  early  court 

In  the  decades  that  followed,  the  Court  lowered  the  thresholds  for  decid- 


cases  challenging  inequities  in  state  school  finance  systems  to  propose  a 

ing  when  lower  courts  should  declare  that  segregated  districts  had  achieved 


framework  and  series  of  measures 

for  evaluating  equity  in  state  school  fi 


integrated)  status  and  in  2006  put  constraints  on  the 
 14 


nance  systems."  Their  important  work  laid  the  foundation  for  subsequent 

extent  to  which  local  districts  could  even  consider  student  race  in  school 


conceptual  and  empirical  developments  regarding  equity  measurement  ap- 

policies  in  order  to  achieve  greater  integration. 


assignment 
 10 


Disturbingly, 
 plied  to  preK-  -12  settings 
 They  used  two  framing  questions:  Equity  of  what? 
in 


recent  years  state  lawmakers  have  allowed  district  boundary  reorganiza 

Equity  for  who?  On  the  what"  side,  they  suggested  that  equity  could  be 


9 


racial 

framed  in  terms  of  financial  inputs  to  schooling,  real  resource  inputs  (such  as 


11 


In  one  par- 
segregation 


ticularly  egreg  ous  case,  Tennesee  merged  Shelby  County  schools  with  the 

teachers  and  their  qualifications),  and  outcomes.  Their  framework,  however 


predominantly  Black  Memphis  City  School  District  and  then  allowed  pre- 

predated  both  judicial  application  of  outcome  standards  to  evaluate  school  fi 


dominantly  Wh 
ite  townshi 

ps  in  the  county  to  leave  the  newly  configured 
 nance  systems  and  the  proliferation  of  state  outcome  standards,  assessments 
district.  In 


another  instance  White  northeastern  corner 
 and  accountability  systems  first  in  the  i99os  and  then  in  the  2000s  under  No 


Missouri,  district  was  permitted  to  secede  from  the  pre- 
 Child  Left  Behind.  The  "who"  side  typically  involved 

) 


dominantly  Black  district  and  merge  with  the  Whiter  neighboring  Indepen- 


students"  and 

9 


tax 


payers:  a  state  school  finance  system  should  be  based  on  fair  treatment  of 
dence  d 
 12 

istrict. 


taxpayers  and  yield  fair  treatment  of  students.  Drawing  on  literature  from 

The  local  organization  of  schools 


tax  policy,  Berne  and  Stiefel  adopted  a  definition  of  fairness  that  provided  for 
in  the  United  States,  coupled  with  re 

liance  (in  some  sates  more  than  others)  on  local 
 both 


equal  treatment  of  equals"  (horizontal  equity)  and  "unequal  treatment 
share  of  school  fundi 
 property  taxes  for  a  large 

ing  (especiall 


of  unequals"  (vertical  equity).'  That  is,  if  two  taxpayers  are  equally  situated 

15 


y  capital  financing),  leads  to  substanti 
 al 
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if  two  students  have  similar 
likewise 

ld  be  similar; 


their  tax  treatment  shou 
 Further,  if  differentiation  of  programs  and  services  is  required  to  provide 


ro  educational  programs  and  services  or  financial 

inputs 


equal  opportunity  to  achieve  common  outcomes,  there  exists  a  more  via- 

lar.  But  if  two  raxpayers  are  differently  situated  (homeowner 


ble  legal  equity  argument  on  behalf  of  the  most  disadvantaged  children  not 
should  be  simi 

owner),  then  differential  taxation 


versus  industrial  or  commercial  property 
 separately  classified  under  federal  statutes.  Whether  children  fit  neatly  into 


hrt  be  permisible;  and,  if  two  students  have  substantively  different  educa- 
 the  protected  boxes  identified  in  federal  statutes  does  not  alone  determine 
mig 

different  programs  and  services,  then  different  fi 
nan- 


The  conception  of  equal 
whether  those  children  require  additional  resources 
tional  needs  requirning 


ht  be  needed  to  achieve  equity 

opportunity  to  achieve  common  outcome  goals  has  thus  largely  replaced  ver- 
cial  inputs  mig 


the  shortcomings  of  horizontal 

In  recent  decades,  research  has  shown 


tical  equity  in  the  vernacular  of  K- 

17 


12  equity  analysis 

First,  horizontal  equity  itself  does  not 
delineations 
 pre- 


and  vertical  equity 
 The  late  1980s  and  early  1990s  saw  a  shift  in  legal  strategy  regarding  state 


clude  vertical  equity;  equal  treatment  of  equals  does  not  preclude  the  need 
 school  finance  systems  away  from  emphasizing  achieving  equal  revenue  across 


for  differentiated  treatment  for  some  (nonequals).  Second,  vertical  equity  re- 

settings  (neutral  of  property  wealth)  and  toward  identifying  some  benchmark 


quires  value  judgments  that  lead  to  categorical  determinations  of  who  is  un- 
 Some  advocates  for  this  approach  saw  it 
for  minimum  educational  adequacy. 


equal  and  how  unequal  their  treatment  must  be  in  order  to  be  equitable.' 
 as  politically  infeasible  for  states  to  raise  sufficient  state  aid  tO  close  the  spend 


Differences  in  individual  students  and  population  needs  don't  always  fall  into 
 between  the  poorest  and  most  affluent  districts,  meaning  that  achiev- 
ing  gap 


neat  boxes;  rather,  they  run  along  continua. 
 Thus,  a 
likely  required  leveling  down  affuent  districts 
ing  spending  parity 


Nonetheless,  laws--federal  and  state  statutes  and  regulations-- 
 -often  try 
 focus  on  a  minimum  adequacy  bar  for  the  poorest  districts  would  alleviate 


to  put  chings  into  neat  boxes,  and  conceptions  of  equity  often  intersect  with 
 y  garner  political  support  of  affluent  communi 
this  concern  and  potentiall; 


Bill  Koski  and  Rob  Reich  explain 
legal  claims  that  one  group  is  not  receiving  equitable  treatment  when  com- 
 ties  that  no  longer  had  anything  to  lose 

18 


that  this  approach  is  problematic  in  part  because  minimum  adequacy  stan- 
pared  with  another,  thus  requiring  courts  to  consider  how  to  remedy  those 


dards  are  difficult  to  define;  also,  when  some  are  provided  merely  minimall 
inequities.  Significant  federal  laws  enacted  in  the  1970s  operate  under  this 


model 
 adequate  education  but  others  provided  education  that  far  exceeds  minimum 
applying  categorical  declarations  as  to  who  is  eligible  for  different 


adequacy,  the  former  remain  at  a  disadvantage.  Further,  the  adequacy  of  the 
treatment  and  frequently  requiring  judicial  intervention  to  determine  how 


much  differentiation  is  required  for  li 
 because  education  is,  to  a 
minimum  bar  is  diminished  by  increasing  that  gap, 
legal  compliance.!1  But  most  children  do 

16 
 aD, 


large  extent,  a  positional  good,  whereby  individuals  compete  based  on  relative 

not  fall 


into  the  under  federal  (or  state)  laws,  even  though 


there  exist  vast  differences  in  needs  across  those  children 

19 


position  for  access  to  higher  education  and  economic  prosperity.' 


view  that  focusing 

An  alternative,  unifying  approach  is  to  suggest  that  the  treatment  is  not 


Others  have  adopted  a  more  progtessive  "adequacy 


the  inputs  the  child  receives  but  the  outcomes  that  are  expected  of  all  children 

on  state  standards  and  accountability  systems  could  hold  legislators'  feet  to 


under  state  standards  and  accountability  systems.  In  this  sense,  all  children 
 the  fire  to  provide  sufficient  resources  for  all  children  to  meet  those  standards 


under  the  umbrella  of  these  state  policies  are  similarly  situated  and  similarly 

and  state  constitution  education  articles  could  be  used  to  enforce  this  man- 


date.?  0  Under  this  more  progressive  alternative,  equal  opportunity  and  ade- 

expected  to  achieve  the  common  outcome  standards,  Thus,  the  obligation 


20 


of  the  state  is  to  ensure  that  all  children,  regardless  of  their  background  and 

quacy  goals  are  combined.  The  state  must  provide  equal  opportunity  for  all 


where  they  attend  school,  have 
 children  to  achieve  "adequate"  educational  outcomes.  Funding  must  be  at  a 

equal  opportunity  to  achieve  those  common 


sufficient  overall  level  and  resources,  programs,  and  services  must  be  provided 
outcome  standards. 


The  provision  of 
 to  ensure  that  children  with  varied  needs  and  backgrounds  have  the  supports 


requires  differentiation  of 
programs 
 they  need  to  achieve  the  mandated  outcomes. 
acluding 

This 
input  (and 


It  remains  important,  however,  to  be  able  to  separate  equal  opportunity 

process)  diferentiation  is  toward 


a  goal  of  equal  treatment  (treat- 

and  adequacy  objectives  both  for  legal  claims  and  for  empirical  analysis.  The 
ment  =  outcome  goals)  rather  tha 


n  unequal  treatment  (treatment  =  inputs) 
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21  State  courts  are  not  always  willing  to  decla 
 Ie 


be  elusive. 


that  adopted  accountability  measures  and  outcome  standards  determine  the 


bar  can 
 Some  basic  definitions  are  in  order: 
adequacy 


The  state's  ability  to  support  a 


state's  minimum  constirutional  obligation. 
 productivity:  The  output  of  our  system  of  schooling,  measured  in  terms 

be  subject  to  economic  fuctuations 


22 


Impor- 

of  quantity  of  output  or  quality  of  output,  or  both.  Quantity  mea 


specific  level  of  adequacy  may 

falls  short  of  supporting  high  outcome 


tantly,  at  those  times  when  revenue 
 sures  often  include  total  numbers  of  students  served  or  graduated;  qual- 


standards,  equal  opportunity  should  still  be  preerved;  equal  opportunity  can 
 ity  measures  are  often  reduced  to  measures  derived  from  standardized 


than,  equal  to,  or  higher  than  the  single  ad 

be  achieved  for  a  standard  lower 
 tests,  usually  of  reading  and  mathematics  achievement  between  grades  3; 


and  8.  Increasingly,  the  quality  of  outcomes  produced  is  measured  in 

23 


equacy  standard 


The  pragtical  img  quity,  equal  opportunity,  andad 
 terms  of  changes  in  assessment  scores  over  time  associated  with  stu- 


quacy  conceptions  are  that  state  school  finance  systems  must  strive  to  achieve 
 dents'  time  of  attendance  in  a  particular  school  or  district  (value-added 


tWO  simultaneous  goals  account  for  differences  in  the  costs  of  achieving 
 estimates).  Outcomes  may  also  include  longer-  -term  outcomes,  such  as 


hieve  desired  outcomes)  across  schools 

onal  op 
 income  or  participation. 


equal  education 


for  differences  in  the 
 spending:  Expenses  (current  and  deferred)  associated  with  the  provision 


The  first  goal 

of  educational  programs  and  services  and  related  supports  (food,  trans 
Ie 


a 


lates  primarily  to  the  sorting  of  students  and  populations  by  needs  across  lo 

portation,  overhead),  regardless  of  outcomes 


cal  schools  and  districts,  warranting  substantial  differentiation  of  funding  to 
 cost:  The  minimum  amount  that  would  need  to  be  spent  to  achieve  a 


specific  level  of  student  outcomes,  given  the  backgrounds  of  the  stu- 
provide  equal  educationalopportuniry,  as  well  as  to  geographic  differences  in 


dents  served  and  other  potential  contextual  constraints  (variations  in 
The  second  goal  stems  from 
the  costs  of  labor  and  other  school  operations 


the  competitive  wages  for  qualified  employees,  remoteness  and  popula- 
the  continued  reliance  on  local  property  taxation  to  support  that  system.  Be- 


tion  sparsity,  economies  scale,  etc.).  Cost  necessarily  connects  spending 

cause  local  jurisdictions  vary  widely  in  the  revenue  they  can  raise  when  ap 


with  outcomes 

plying  common  tax  rates  or  effort,  states  must  distribute  aid  to  offset  these 


the  previous  two  definitions  it  is  possible  to  spend 

discrepancies,  to  achieve  dollar  parity. 


more  than  would  be  needed  to  achieve  a  given  level  of  outcomes.  That 


margin  of  diference  is  inefficiency. 
DEFINING  PRODUCTIVITY,  COST,  AND  EFFICIENCY 


The  central  problem  with  US  public  schools  is  often  characterized  as  an  ef- 
 spending 
 inefficiency 
 =  cost 


ficiency  problem.  We  spend  a  lot  and  don't  get  much  for  it;  and  over  time 

or 


more  but  our  outcomes  have  remained  virtually  fat. 


Yet  rarely  are  these  claims  accompanied  by  thorough  analysis  or  empirical  ev 
 cost  +  inefficiency  =  spending 


idence  of  cost-effectiveness  or  efficiency. 

24 


caught  up  in  the  possibility  of  identifying  the  per- 

above  cost  is  but  when  we 
The 


that  might  possibly 

discuss  measurable  inefficiency  of  schools,  the  term  takes  on  broad  mean- 


be 
 be  valued  but  not 


spent  to  achieve  a  given  level  of  outcomes  with  x  children  under  y  condi- 

ing,  including  spending  on  programs  and  services  that  may 


tions.  Measuring  such  hy 
 measured  as  primarygoals/objectives.For  example,  instirutionalexpenditures 

ypothetical  extremes  is  impractical.  That  said,  much 


the  average  efficiency  at  which  exist- 

may  include  expenditures  on  community-  -based  programs  and  events,  athlet- 


districts  pro  outcome  measures  for  their  students 

ics  and  arts  that  may  marginally,  if  at  all,  contribute  to  student  test  scores 


and  the  deviations  around  those  averages. 

that  these  expenditures  are  unnecessary  or 
This  is  not  to  suggest,  however, 
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inappropriate.  Rather,  they  are  simply  not  captured  by  the  outcomes  being 
 ravitate  toward  an  idea  without  any  empirical  basis,  assuming  that  it  offers 

g 


ed  because  they  serve  a  diferent,  but  sill  valued 

purpose 


a  better  approach  despite  having  never  been  tested.  It  is  far  more  reasonable, 
measur 
 measures,  th 


Often,  when  pundits  talk  about  "cost-cutting 

ey  are  re- 


by  identifying  those 
however,  to  assume  that  we  can  learn  how  to  do  better 
 y 


ally  ralkingabout  spending  reductions,  whether  they  result  in  declining  out- 
 schools  or  districts  that  do  excel  and  then  evaluating  how  they  do  it.  Not  all 


comes  or  whether  outcomes  temain  constant.  Actual  cost  cutting  that  hold 
 schools  in  their  current  forms  are  woefully  inefficient,  and  any  new  reform 


doing  the  same  with  less--would, 
 lv  be  more  efficient.  So  it  is  sensible  for  researchers 

strategy  will  not  necessari 
outcomes  constant- 
 y 


ciency  improvement.  By  contrast,  less  spending  leading  to  lower  outcomes  is 
 and  policy  makers  to  make  use  of  the  variations  across  those  100,000  schools 


by  studying  them  to  see  what  works  and  what  does  not,  These  are  empirical 
a  break-even  on  efficiency. 


questions,  and  they  can  and  should  be  investigated 


EVALUATING  EFFICIENCY  AND  PRODUCTIVITY 

Efficiency  analysis  can  be  viewed  from  one  of  two  perspectives:  produc- 


has  been  explored  through  two  branches  of  aca 

efficiency. 
Education  productivity 


demic  research.  The  first,  involves  studies  of  the  produc 
 cal  efficiency  of  production)  measures  the  outcomes  of  organizational  units 


tion  and  cost  efficiency  of  schools  and  school  systems-  -that  is,  the  stud 
 given  the  circumstances  un 
such  as  schools  or  districts  given  their  inputs  and 


Which  schools  or  districts  get  the  most  bang  for 
of  suffciently  large  numbers  of  institutions  (schools  and  districts)  over  time 
 der  which  production  occurs 
 fbang  o 


In 


ost  efficiency  is  essentially  the  flip  side  of  production  efficiency. 
striving  to  achieve  .common  goals-  -and  the  second  looks  specifically 

95) 


ly  at  the 

the  buck 


Cost  effciency  analysis,  the  goal  is  minimum  cost  at  which  a 
cost-effectiveness  of  educational  models,  strategies,  or  broad-  -based  reforms 


given  level  of  outcomes  can  be  produced  under  certain  circumstances.  What's 
researchers  attempt  to  use  statistical  models  that 


the  minimum  number  of  bucks  we  need  to  spend  to  get  the  bang  we  want?  In 
capture  the  complexiry  of  the  the  outcome  levels  that 


both  approaches  three  moving  parts  are  involved.  First,  there  are  measured 
can  be  produced  with  certain  students  given  certain  levels  of  spending  or, 


alternativel 

outcomes,  such  as  student  assessment  outcomes.  Second,  there  are  existing 
'y  to  determine  the  spending  levels  needed  to  produce  certain 


expenditures  by  those  organizational  units.  And  third,  there  are  the  condi- 
outcomes  with  certain  stadents.  Some  schools  and  districts  do  better  than 


tions,such  as  the  varied  student  populations,  and  the  size  and  location  of  the 
expected,  and  others  do  worse. 

gure  out  why  this  is  the  case 


school  or  district,  including  differences  in  competitive  wages  for  teachers  and 
Researchers  have  addressed  the 

conceptual  basis  and  empirical  methods  for 


evaluating  technical  efficiency  of  production  and  cost  efficiency  in  education 
 health  care,  heating  and  cooling,  and  transportation  costs. 


It  is  important  to  understand  that  all  efficiency  analyses,  whether  cost  ef- 
or  government  services  more  generally 


In  the  US  public  education  system  there  are  approximately  100,000  tra- 

Efficiency  analysis  is  about  eval- 


ficiency  or  production  efficiency,  are  relative 


in  toughly  15,000  traditional  public  school  districts, 
 uating  how  some  organizational  units  achieve  better  or  worse  outcomes  than 


plus  5,000  Accordingly,  there  are  significant  and  im- 
 others  do  (given  comparable  spending),  or  how  or  why  the  cost  of  achieving 


portant  diferencesin  the  ways  these  schools  get  thingsdone.  The  educational 

specific  outcomes  using  certain  approaches  and  under  some  circumstances  is 


status  quo  chus  entailsconsiderable  variatiors  in  approaches  and  in  quality, 

more  or  less  in  some  cases  than  in  others.  Comparisons  can  be  made  to  the 


well 
 as 


as  in  the  level  and  distribution  of  funding  and  in  the  population  served. 

efficiency  of  average  districts  or  schools  or  to  those  that  appear  to  maximize 


Each 

Efficiency 


output  at  a  given  expense  or  minimize  the  cost  of  a  given  output. 
organizational  unit--be 

it  a  publi 


ic  school  district,  a  neighborhood 


school,  a  charter  school, 
 analysis  in  education  is  useful  because  there  are  significant  variations  in  key 


organizes  its  hu- 


man  resources,  material  resources,  capital  resources,  programs,  and  services 

aspects  of  schools:  what  they  spend,  who  they  serve  and  under  what  condi 


differenely  from  all  others.  Th. 

tions,  and  what  they  accomplish 


efficiency  analysis  to  evaluate  ed- 


ucation  is  to  learn  from  these  vatiations,  something  that 

In  cost-effectiveness  analysis  researchers  identify  the  various  costs  of  im- 


has  b 


en  largely  ignored 

alternative  programs,  models,  or  strategtes  intended  to  improve 


th  recent  policy  making.  Too  often  policy  makers 

plementing 
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the  same  outcome  measure  and  then  compare  those  cost  estimates  to  the  dif- 
 Choice  advocates  are  divided  on  whether  expanded  school  choice  should 

chieved  under  highly  controlled  conditions.  The  ul- 


include  vouchers  for  private  schools  or  merely  subsidies  for  private  operators  of 

improves  the  most  the  outcome 
ferences  in  outcomes  a 


determine  which  strategy 

government-sanctioned  charter  schools,  the  line  between  the  two  being  more 


Which  strategy  is  most  cost-  -effective2s 
timate  goal  is  to 


for  a  given  cost. 
 blurred  in  legal  terms  than  typically  acknowledged.  "  Regardless,  in  most  cases 

measures  in  question 


of  cost  analyses  are  cost-effectiveness  anal 

ysis  and 


choice-  -based  systems  of  schooling  remain  highly  limited  by  geograply  and  are 
Two  main  types 


cost-benefht  analysis,  the  latter  of  which  can  focus  on  either  short-term  cogt 
 often  restricted  to  the  same  geographic  boundaries  that  define  local  public 

benefits.  Each  of  these  approaches  requires 


savings  or  longer-term  economic 
 school  districts  and  municipalities.  For  example,  in  many  states  charter  school 


an  initial  determination  of  the  policy  alternatives  to  be  compared.  Typicall 

y 


choice  is  functionally  limited  to  district  schools  and  charter  schools  within  the 

The  status  quo  is  not  a  necessaril 
 ya 


alernative  is  the  status  quo 
 district  boundaries.  So  charter  school  choice  and  voucher  systems  in  cities  like 
the  baseline 


bad  choice.  One  embarks  on  cost-effectiveness  or  cost-benefit  analysis  to  de- 
 Milwaukee  merely  permit  the  reshuffling  of  urban  minority  children  among  a 

than  the  status  quo;  but  it  is  not  a 
better 


termine  whether  there  is  something 
 limited  set  of  alternatives.  But  broader  geographic  expansion  faces  significant 


ht  do  is  better  than  what  is  currently  being  done. 

political  and  operational  hurdles  (e.g.,  "perfect  mobility") 
thing  one  mig 
that  any 


given 


In  fact,  it  is  almost  always  possible  to  spend  more  and  get  less  using  new  strat- 
 Further,  expansion  of  charter  schooling  has  largely  led  to  yet  more  vascly 


the  current  course 

30  Some  charter  schools,  those  operated  by  politically  con- 
unequal  choices 
egies  than  when  maintaining 


nected  and  financially  well-endowed  management  companies,  are  able  to  pro 


ON  LIBERTY  AND  EQUALITY 

vide  extended  school  years,  longer  days,  smaller  classes,  and  richer  curricula."1 


Liberty  and  equality  are  desirable  policy  outcomes.  Thus,  it  would  be  conve 
 Those  schools  are  the  ones  with  the  longest  waiting  lists-  -which  demonstrates 


nient  if  policies  simultaneously  advanced  both.  But  it's  never  that  simple.  A 
 that  the  choices  are  unequal  and  unequally  accessible.  A  system  of  unequal 


large  body  of  literature  on  political  theory  explains  that  liberty  and  equality 
 choices  is  still  an  unequal  system.  As  for'  "adequacy,'  a  system  where  the  most 

9 


26  While 

references  that  most  often  operate  in  tension  with  one  another 
 We  must  be  willing  as 
available  choices  are  the  least  adequate  is  not  adequate. 
are  pi 


not  mutually  exclusive,  they  are  certainly  not  one  and  the  same.  Preferences 
 a  society  to  deal  openly  with  our  preferences  for  liberty  versus  equality  and  de- 


for  and  expansion  of  liberties  often  leads  to  greater  inequality  and  division 
 sign  systems  that  best  balance  these  often-competing  preferences 


among  members  of  society,  whereas  preferences  for  equality  moderate  those 
 The  necessity  of  addressing  the  basic  connections  between  taxation  and 


divisions.""  The  only  way  expanded  liberty  can  lead  to  greater  equality  is  if 
 the  provision  of  public  goods  comes  about  partly  in  response  to  a  frequent  ar- 


gument  of  school  choice  (voucher  and  charter)  advocates  that  the  public  tax 
available  choices  are  substantively  equal,  conforming  to  a  common  set  of  so 


32 


cietal  standards.  But  if  available  choices  are  substantively  equal,  then  why 
 dollars  (should)  belong  to  the  child,  not  the  sc  chools  3'  Theyseeinstitutions,  es- 


choose  one  over  another?Systems  of  choice  and  competition  rely  on  differen- 
 overnment  institutions,  as  faceless  bureaucracies,  as  "bad"  (whereas 
pecially 


TTe  this  cTaim  makes  for  a  compelling  sound  bite,  it 
tiation,  inequality,  and  both  winners  and  losers 


In  applying  the  real-world  context  of  America's  racially  and  socioeco 
 falsely  assumes  an  oversimplifedireartax-  ton-to-spending-distrbution 


nomicall 

eht  basis  for  public  goods  and  services  It  con- 


ly  segregatedsystemn  of  public  schooling,  choice  advocates  assert  that 


the  liberty  of  school  choice  necessarily  disrupts  the  inequitable  relationship 
 tends  that  the  parents  of  schoolchildren  are  the  exclusive  contributors  to  the 


between  ones'  zip  code  and  the  quality  of  schooling  available.  Providing 
 tax  revenue  pool  and  that  their  children  should  thus  be  the  exclusive  benefi 


choices  across  jurisdictional  boundaries  can  also  disrupt  the  capitalization 

ciaries  of  those  resources  in  that  moment  in  time,  according  to  parents'  in- 


relationship  that  drives  growing  inequality.  If  housing  isn't  linked  to  local 

dividual,  not  collective,  preferences.  Any  collective,  societal  interests  are  set 


schools,  then  housing  prices  are  less  likely  to  respond  to  differences  in  loca 

aside  in  favor  of  individual  liberties  of  families  with  school-aged  children 


school  quality  a 
 The  interests 
but  financed  with  collective  resources  of  the  community  at  large. 
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of  contriburors/taxpayers  other  than  moment  are  disregarded. 
 -  applying  conceptions  of  productivity  and  efficiency  with  clarity  and 


individual  parent  preferences  for  the  use  of  public  dollars 
 rigor  to  evaluate  the  existing  system  of  public  schooling  and  any  and  all 

With  this  thinking, 
 that  runs  contrary  to  the  ba- 


always  supersede  societal  preferences,  an  ideology 

proposed  alternatives;  and 


rejecting  feel-  good  sound  bites  that  don't  meet  basic  requirements  of 

sic  concept  of  public  goods  and  services 


claim  also  falsely  assumes  that  the  only 


9 


theoretical  consistency  or  conceptual,  definitional  precision  or  accuracy. 

The  "money 


expenses  associated  with  each  individual's  education  choice  are  the  current 

Many  critics  of  US  public  schools  argue  that  traditional  theories  of  the 


annual  expenses  of  educating  that  individual  and  that  the  expenses  associated 

public  good  and  our  government  structures  are  in  fact  the  problem  and  require 


with  educating  (equitably)  the  frst,  second,  and  third  child  are  the  same  as 

substantial  disruption  if  not  outright  replacement.  Andrew  Smarick,  for  exam 


choosing  any  one  institution.  It  ignores  entirely  mar- 

ple,  suggests  replacing  publicly  provided  schooling  with  portfolios  of  privately 


ginal  costs  and  economies  of  scale,  foundational  elements  of  origins  of  pub- 
 333 


managed  and  operated  schools 
 praising  the  value  of 

K 


sector  agnosticism 

lic  instirutions.  We  collect  tax  dollars  and  provide  public  goods  and  services 


public  or  private  entities-  -really  doesn't 
Who  manages  and  operates  schools 

because  it  allows  us  to  do  so  at  an  effcient  scale  of  operations 


The  tax  dol- 


matter  as  long  as  they  are  "great"schools.  Similarly  ,  Neerav  Kingsland,  a  self- 

( 


lars  collected  belong  ro  (are  governed  or  controlled  by)  the  democratically 

ground  of  "relinquish 
proclaimed  "thought  leader, 
 preaches  the  high  moral 


tt 


federal)  that  established  the  policies  for 

governed  communitry  (local,  state 


ing"  control  of  public  systems  to  their  immediate  constituents  (parents  and 

9 


collecting  those  tax  dollars,  which  are  to  be  distributed  according  to  the  de- 
 34 


children),  who  can  then  choose  among  providers  and  provider  types 
 How- 

mands-preferred  goods  and  services--of  that  community  within  the  con- 


ever,  these'  agnostic  fixes  are  far  less  well  conceived  from  both  accountability 

( 


straints  of  the  law.  Public  spending  does  not  matter  only  to  those  using  it  here 


and  public  financing  perspectives  than  the  system  they  claim  to  fix. 


and  now.  Those  dollars  don't  just  belong  to  parents  of  children  presently  at- 


There  may  in  fact  be  a  legitimate  case  for  substantively  disrupting  and 

tending  the  schools,  and  the  assets  acquired  with  public  funding,  often  wich 


altering  the  way  we  conceive  of  and  provide  for  public  education.  But  we 


long-term  debt  (fifteen  to  twenty  years),  do  not  belong  exclusively  to  those 

should  avoid  the  pressures  of  expedience  and  urgency  when  making  such 


parents.  This  is  not  to  suggest  that  this  is  the  perfect  or  even  best  possible  sys 

y,  our  current  system  of  schooling  is  in- 
consequential  decisions.  Undoubtedl 


tem;  rather,  this  is  the  system  we  have  in  place,  one  that  provides  for  dem 

equitable  and  imperfect.  Yet  tales  of  the  general  collapse  of  that  system  are 


ocratic  control  and  taxpayer  financing  of  public  schooling  and  is  governed 

greatly  overblown.  More  than  anything  else,  our  system  of  public  schooling 


and  regulated  by  the  appropriate  local 

state,  and  federal  authorities  and  laws 


requires  renewed  emphasis  on  equitable,  adequate,  and  economicall 
 y  sustain- 


able  public  financing  at  a  level  that  will  provide  all  children  equal  opportu 


LESSONS  LEARNED  AND  LOOKING  FORWARD 

nity  to  achieve  the  outcomes  we,  as  a  society,  desire  for  them 


existing  conditions 


of  our  public  schooling  system  and 


potential  strategies,  policies,  and  struc 


tural  changes  for  reforming  that  system: 


understanding  theories  regarding  the  provision  of  public  goods  and 


services  and  the  limitations  of  tho 


se  theories  when  applied  to  reality; 


understanding  the  democratic  structures  that  govern  and  finance 
 the 
current 

System  of  publ 


ic  schooling  in  the  United  States 

applying  conceptions  of 


equity,  adequacy,  and  equal  educational  oppor- 
tunity  with  clarity  and 


rigor  to  evaluate  the  existing  systems  of  public 
schooling  and  any  and  all 


proposed  alternatives 



