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School Funding and Student Outcomes 
 

State leaders’ conversations about improving education often devolve into who will spend 
more. This common narrative enables some policymakers to take a one-dimensional solution—
more funding—to a multi-dimensional issue—education. Key questions like how to ensure 
educational quality, how to weigh student safety concerns, who should control education 
dollars, and where those dollars go are ignored when the goal is simply money. Our children 
deserve better. 
 
Trends in Education Spending 

Despite clear evidence to the contrary, there is a persistent myth that Pennsylvania public 
schools are underfunded. Department of Education data show this is untrue. Whether 
measuring total spending or spending per student, Pennsylvania taxpayers have been very 
generous in their funding of education.  

• Overall education spending in Pennsylvania topped $30 billion for the first-time last year, 
totaling $30.5 billion, a 19 percent increase in the last five years. 

• At $11.3 billion, state aid to school districts is at record levels, and up 23 percent since 2012. 

• Average revenue per student is approaching $18,000, far above the national average and up 
20 percent over the last five years. 

• Nationally, Pa. ranks 9th in average per student funding (most recent data 2014-15). 
 

 

http://www2.philly.com/philly/news/politics/state/tom-wolf-scott-wagner-pennsylvania-governor-race-education-schools-spending-20180817.html
http://www2.philly.com/philly/news/politics/state/tom-wolf-scott-wagner-pennsylvania-governor-race-education-schools-spending-20180817.html
https://infogram.com/education-funding-vs-eitc-1h7z2l1gr1zy4ow
https://infogram.com/app/#/edit/112ba744-8bbb-4b56-8372-c9e09aa6286d
http://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/School%20Finances/Finances/AFR%20Data%20Summary/Pages/AFR-Data-Summary-Level.aspx#.VZvrX2XD-Uk
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/pa-schools-spend-far-above-national-average
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/pa-schools-spend-far-above-national-average
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Trends in Public School Safety 

In 2011, The Philadelphia Inquirer highlighted violence in Philly schools with its “Assault on 
Learning” series. In the following years, the number of incidents across the commonwealth have 
decreased, but violent incidents still occur at a significant level. 
 

• Pennsylvania schools reported over 43,000 incidents of violence, including acts such as 
assault, bullying, and sexual assault in 2016-17. 

• Pennsylvania was named in the top ten “States of Concern” by Educator's School Safety 
Network’s 2017-18 report of school-based violent threats and incidents. 

• Ten states reported 51 percent of all violent incidents and threats against schools. 
Pennsylvania ranked number five. 

• Statewide, reported incidents are down 20 percent over the last five years. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.philly.com/philly/news/20110324_SVPart1.html
http://www.philly.com/philly/news/20110324_SVPart1.html
https://www.safeschools.state.pa.us/(S(jqf55r4wz3zf2hrtox2yzcwj))/Main.aspx?App=6a935f44-7cbf-45e1-850b-e29b2f1ff17f&Menu=dbd39a1f-3319-4a75-8f69-d1166dba5d70&res=
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2018/08/20/10-states-51-percent-school-violence-threats-2018/1031329002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2018/08/20/10-states-51-percent-school-violence-threats-2018/1031329002/
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Trends in Academic Outcomes 
 

Year-to-year comparisons of tests are dubious because they are testing different kids and the 
tests often change. Test scores alone are a weak predictor of future success. Yet, Pennsylvania’s 
persistent academic stagnation and achievement gaps represent a crisis for Pennsylvania 
families.  

• Five-year NAEP (National Assessment on Educational Progress) scores trend down slightly 
or show stagnation. 

• SAT scores are largely unchanged since 1970. 

• Statewide, a persistent achievement gap remains. 
➢ “NAEP exams shows that Pennsylvania had the 7th largest achievement gap in scores for 

4th grade students taking the Math assessment, and the 14th largest gap on the 8th grade 
Math portion.” 

• Poor performance in urban areas: 
➢ 20 percent of Harrisburg students are proficient in English Language Arts; only 11 

percent are proficient in Math. 
➢ 34 percent of Philadelphia students are proficient in English Language Arts; only 19 

percent are proficient in Math. 
 

 

https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/what-to-make-of-the-pssa-results
https://www.aei.org/publication/do-impacts-on-test-scores-even-matter-lessons-from-long-run-outcomes-in-school-choice-research/
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/more-is-not-always-better
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/more-is-not-always-better
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/states/
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/2015-sat-scores
https://excellentschoolspa.org/2018/04/10/2017-naep-scores-show-pas-achievement-gaps-among-worst-nation/
https://www.education.pa.gov/Data-and-Statistics/PSSA/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.education.pa.gov/Data-and-Statistics/PSSA/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.education.pa.gov/Data-and-Statistics/PSSA/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/pennsylvanias-report-card-2018-pssa-and-keystone-exams
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The Education Choice Solution  
 
Succumbing to the lazy and ineffective strategy of putting more money into the existing system 
is not a smart solution. A recent report by Liebowitz and Kelly shows “spending more money 
has virtually no effect on student performance.” The authors retool traditional ranking 
systems to account for student learning, teacher effectiveness, and student diversity. 
Pennsylvania receives an overall ranking of 25th in quality and 38th in efficiency. 

Since each child is unique, education funding should follow the child. Such a policy 
empowers all parents to break free of zip-code based education-segregation, and allows families 
to determine the best fit for their children. 

Additionally, research shows choice and competition are far more effective at improving 
educational quality than money alone. 

• Milwaukee parents who received tuition vouchers were 48 percent more likely to report their 
children as "safe in class." 

• 14 of 18 studies find improved academic outcomes for school choice participants. 

• 31 of 33 studies find that choice improves academic outcomes at public schools. 

• 9 of 10 studies find that choice programs reduce segregation. 

Pennsylvania can increase student opportunities through expanded tax credits or the 
establishment of education savings accounts. It’s time for a philosophical shift in education 
funding. It’s time for politicians to understand that the purpose of education funding is to fund 
students’ educations, not systems. The only way to promote fairness, opportunity, safety, and 
success through education is for every dollar to follow every child to the school they choose. 

http://reason.com/archives/2018/10/07/everything-you-know-about-stat
https://reason.com/assets/db/15371947647072.pdf
https://www.cato.org/publications/commentary/more-private-school-choice-means-more-student-safety
https://www.edchoice.org/research/win-win-solution/
https://www.edchoice.org/school-choice/empirical-research-literature-on-the-effects-of-school-choice/#academicschools
https://www.edchoice.org/school-choice/empirical-research-literature-on-the-effects-of-school-choice/#academicschools
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/opportunity-denied-to-meet-demand-tax-credit-scholarship-caps-must-expand
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/issues/topic/education-savings-accounts
https://www.the74million.org/article/shuls-do-charter-schools-take-districts-money-only-if-you-think-children-the-funding-that-comes-with-them-are-district-property/

