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Myth Buster Education Spending
hools perform poorly because they need Any talk about the cost of education policy
Sore money; teachers are underpaidcauses some people great distress; they think
chools are performing much worse; ac-schools should be immune from having to worry

countability systems impose large burdens ormbout costs... There is only a certain amount of
schools. The evidence on the effectiveness ahoney available for schools. That amount can
vouchers is inconclusive. To all these populaibe raised if taxpayers can be convinced to di-
assertions, Jay P. Greene, Ph.D. offers readersct more money away from other priorities and
evidence to the contrary in his first bodkguca- into education, but the amount available will
tion Myths: What Special-Interest Groups Wantalways be limited.
You to Believe—and Why It Isn’'t.So Greene begins his book by recognizing that

Greene has a strong history of approachinghere is a relationship between spending and stu-
special interest assertions with a skeptical eygjent performance, noting that “if we reduced
thoroughly conducting his own research, andschool spending to zero, that would definitely
drawing conclusions firmly based in economichave an impact on student outcomégit he
theory. His research on education policy wasvarns that “poor [student] performance alone
cited four times before the U.S. Supreme Courtells us nothing about whether spending levels
in the landmarkZelman v. Simmons-Harrisase, are contributing to the problerh.” According to
which ultimately found school vouchers consti-the US Department of Education, per pupil ex-
tutional. His articles on education spending angenditures increased from $1,214 at the end of
student achievement have appeared inWal  World War 1l to $8,745 in 2001 in inflation-ad-
Street Journal, The Public Interest, Educationjusted 2001 dollars,and while no consistently
Next the Washington Postand many other pub- reliable achievement data exists until the intro-
lications. Greene takes his considerable experduction of the National Assessment of Educa-
ence and research and creates a useful, easytton Progress (NAEP) in the early 1970s, NAEP
read book that challenges the traditional educascores have remained mostly unchanged in the
tion establishment. past 30 years. With gains of only three to five

Education Mythss a handbook for education points on the math, reading and science NAEP
policymakers who are interested in research andssessments between 1971 and 1999, student
evidence when debating legislation. Greene highachievement gains certainly did not match the
lights 18 commonly used myths and offers re-dramatic increase in education spending during
search and evidence as to why special intere¢he same time peridd.
assertions should not be automatically considered Teacher compensation is a separate but closely
fact, organized into four main topics: educationrelated issue to education spending. People are
resources—including teacher pay, educatiorpt to gree when they hear the American Fed-
spending, and class sizes; outcomes—includingration of Teachers claim, “It's no secret that
graduation rates and student achievement; at¢eachers are significantly underpaidiecause
countability; and school choice. Greene is quickt is easy to believe that a national teachers’ union
to point out that myths are not lies, as these claimspeaks on behalf of teachers. Greene has the
oftentimes have some tie to truth, but he thorcourage to report write what unions do not like
oughly illustrates why the public should be skep+o admit: “One reason for the prominence of the
tical of special interest assertions by sharing scifeacher Pay Myth is that people often fail to
entifically sound data and research of his owraccount for the relatively low number of hours
and from other published studies. teachers work?®
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Keeping in mind that teachers only work nine monthgorting classes limited to 15 students or smaller if the
of the year, and after closely researching U.S. Deparstudents have exceptional neétisFor the STAR
ment of Labor reports, Greene concludes that, “wheproject, students from kindergarten to the third grade
we compare hourly earnings instead of annual salariesere randomly assigned to one of three types of
we find that teachers are actually better paid than aclasses: regular sized with around 24 students and one
countants.” While the unions retort that teachers workeacher; regular sized with one teacher and one
many hours offsite, Greene reminds the reader that peoplacher’'s aide; and a small class with around 15 stu-
in many professions also work offshkeHe also notes dents and one teacher. The study found that students
that teachers enjoy medical benefits and retirement pack: the small classes showed a one-time benefit in test
ages? scores, but the increase was only “equal to fewer than

Special Education 0.2 standard deviation$®” Also, 40 percent of the

Some contend that spending has risen dramaticalﬁ?gmar's'zed class students took the SAT or ACT, 43.7
because of the rising number of special education stiercent of the small class students took these eXams.
dents and the associated costs of educating this studenf\ftér analyzing the implementation of the STAR
population. Greene disputes this claim by examinin§rogram, Greene notes that the program’s most im-
the numbers of students with severe disabilities and find2ortant flaw is that participating students were not
ing that “the total number of students classified as merieSted at the beginning of the program. He also stresses
tally retarded has undergone a dramatic drop—from abotftat the test score improvement is a one-time benefit,
961,000 in 1976-1977 to about 599,000 in 2000-2001 Which is to say that “students who had been in smaller
which is an absolute reduction of mentally retarded stgl@sses for four years were no further ahead of their
dents that becomes even greater when calculated aP&€rs in regular-sized classes than they had been af-
percentage of all students. During the same timefram&" only one year of smaller classes.”
public school students classified as learning disabled hasUsing 2001-2002 enrollment and spending figures,
tripled, from 1.8 percent to 6.0 percéhtWhile factors ~Caroline Hoxby of Harvard University calculated that
such as better diagnosis of autism and “other health dif€ cost of a 10 percent class size reduction would
orders” most likely plays a role in this increase, “onlyc0St around $615 per studéhtut to reduce class
about one-tenth of the growth in special education erfize t0 15 students, classes_ would have to shrink 37.5
rollment between 1976-1977 and 2000-2001 occurreBercent—or $2,306 per pupil. On class sizes, Greene
in those two categorie$?” concludes that “e_ven if all the cl_alms_made_to pro-

Greene also sheds light on states’ different fundin§'oté the Class Size Myth were right, improving stu-
systems for special needs students. The two ways stafi&t performance by reducing class sizes is a little bit
traditionally fund schools for special needs populationdke driving from Los Angeles to San Francisco by
is either by the “bounty” system or the “lump sum” sysWay of Pittsburgh®
tem. The bounty system provides schools with increased Graduation Rates
funds on a per-pupil basis, calculated by how many spe- Because the general public recognizes the impor-
cial needs students the school claims, while the lumg@ance of a traditional high school diploma, as gradu-
sum system funds each school one lump sum for a peating from high school is a significant indicator to
centage of the school’s students. Studies of the two systudents’ adult lives, Greene purports that government
tems show that “the special education enrollment ratagencies might have self-interest to claim that nearly
grew significantly faster in the 1990s in states with bountgll students attending public high schools graduate.
funding systems. While states that adopted lump-suffihe National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
funding saw their average special education enrollmentgports the official U.S. graduation completion rate at
grow from 11.1 to 12.4 percent of all students, state86.5 percent, but independent graduation measures
with bounty funding saw average special education enndicate that about 30 percent of students who enter
rollment grow from 10.5 to 12.8 percehit.” high school leave without earning a diploffa.

Class Size To understand the differences in these two asser-

An experiment conducted in Tennessee in the 198080NS, Greene first assesses the method NCES uses to
known as the STAR project (Student Teacher AchievecOmpile high school completion rate data. Because

ment Ratio), has the National Education Association supVCES uses the Current Population Survey, which the
U.S. Census administers, NCES finds the high school
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completion rate by calculating the proportion of sur-and arbitrarily excluding some states from their sample,
vey respondents who identify themselves as high schoamong other examples. Contrarily, Hanushek and
graduates, which leaves the door open to lies. Als&Raymond examined the same evidence using sound
the survey is not administered to people in institutionalesearch methods to find that “states with high-stakes
settings or who are incarcerated. Also, GED recipienteesting made greater gains on NAEP than states with-
are counted as high school graduates in the survegut high-stakes testing®
which Greene points out is concerning because there isAccountability standards and the associated costs
a large body of evidence that a GED is not equivaleritave gained public interest, especially with the pas-
to a high school diploma. Even more concerning isage of No Child Left Behind, which requires state-
that GED recipients do not account for public schootreated standards for student testing. Harvard’s Hoxby
successed. calculated states’ different costs of administering these
Greene developed a method to calculate graduatidasts and found costs that varied from least expensive
rates by using the “enrollment figures reported by eacim South Carolina ($1.79 per pupil) to most expensive
state to the U.S. Department of Education,” which hén Delaware ($34.02 per pupf®. These costs are pay-
deems highly reliable. He then “calculates the graduang off. Hanushek and Raymond found that between
tion rate by estimating the number of students whthe fourth and eighth grades “students in states that had
should have graduated in a given year if no studemo accountability measures made a 0.7 percentage point
had dropped out? Using this method, the 2000 na- increase in their proficiency scores,” while “students
tional graduation rate calculates to 69 percent, not theith states with tests that had explicit consequences for
86.5 percent as reported by NCES. More alarming stilschool, however, made gains of 1.6 percentage
when using this calculation method, only 51 percent gboints.™’

black students and 52 percent of Hispanic students School Choice
graduated with a regular diploma in 2091. Florida's A-Plus program uses the gains of a rigor-
Accountability ous accountability program to develop a competitive

State and federal education reforms of the past twand successful voucher program. If a public school
decades have not only focused on increasing publieceives two failing grades in a four-year period, the
expenditures but also on accountability. Overwhelmstate offers vouchers to its students, allowing them to
ingly, parents and taxpayers want to be assured thattend another public school or a private school of the
students are learning basic skills needed to enter tlparent’s choice. Greene’s research shows that schools
workforce, including math, science and reading. Unwhose students had the voucher option made year-to-
fortunately, nationally recognized and respected acgrear gains on the Stanford-9 that were 5.9 percentile
countability measures, such as the NAEP, SAT and ACpoints larger than schools not threatened by vouchers.
exams, show that students have made negligible gaiEven schools only facing the prospect of vouchers ex-
if any over the past 30 years. While educatiorperienced a 3.5 percentile point gain in math and a 1.7
policymakers have begun to demand that schools makercentile point gain in reading on the Sanford-9.
progress, the National Education Association ignores The mainstream media continuously reports that the
these dismal results by demanding that “...test scorexffects of school choice on participating students and
alone should never be used to punish students, teadhe resident school district are inconclusive; opponents
ers or schools by cutting funding, closing schools oclaim that the best students are drained from the public
firing teachers? schools, that vouchers increase racial tensions and do

Education Mythseexamines unions’ claims that teach-not adequately serve disabled students. Greene writes
ers only teach to the test, which are too costly and causi chapters shredding these myths with scientific-based
students undue stress, leading to higher drop-out rataesearch, concluding that the “highest quality research
Stanford University’'s Eric Hanushek and Margaretconsistently shows that vouchers have positive effects
Raymond closely examined a study by Arizona Statéor students who receive them. The results are only
University’s Audrey Amrein and David Berliner that mixed with regard to the scope and magnitude of
the unions oftentimes cite to support such claims. Noatouchers’ benefits?®
surprisingly, Hanushek and Raymond found that these Each of the eight random assignment studies of five
studies did not follow some basic principles of sociakchool choice programs finds that “at least some posi-
science, including having no controls to the data sditve academic effects for students using a voucher to
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attend a private SChOOl. In seven Of the eight StudiégCIass Size, National Education Association website www.nea.org/classsize/
] .. . . index.html, accessed October 19, 2005.
the benefits for voucher reC|p|ents are Stat|3t|cally SI0m Hanushek, Eric A. “Some Findings from an Independent Investigation of the

nificant.®® Greene finds that school choice students Tennessee STAR Experiment and from Other Investigations of Class Size

. . . Effects,” Educati | Evoluti d Policy Analysis, Si 1999, ited b
score at least as well, if not better, than their pUblic graens, p. 55, ey ARESIS, SUMMEr T, a3 ey
school counterparts for about half the cost. AccordingAlan B. Krueger and Diane M. Whitmore, “The Effect of Attending a Small

. . Class in the Early Grades on College Attendace Plans,” distributed at a Project
to the U.S. Dg_partment Of Educatlon' the average prI'STAR press conference, April 10, 1999, as cited by Greene, p. 52.
vate school tuition cost $4,689 per student for the 1999-Greene, p. 53.

. . 1 8 Hoxby, Caroline M. “The Cost of Accountability,” in School Accountability,
2000 SChOOI yea%&' Wh”e that same year the nation's William M. Evers and Herbert J. Walberg, eds., Hoover Institution, 2002, as

average per pupil expenditure was $8,632. sited by Greene, p. 56-57.
. 19 Greene, p. 57.
Conclusion 20 Groane. p. 95.96.

Greene’s bookEducation Myths: What Special-In- ?, Greene, p. 96-98.
Greene, p. 98-99.

terest Groups Want You to Believe—and Why It ISn% greene, p. 101-102

SQ is one that education policymakers, taxpayers, arftl‘Accountability and Test.ing,’.’ National Education Association Website, http://
. . www.nea.org/accountability/index.html, found October 21, 2005.
school officials alike should read Carer“y- The books Raymond, Margaret E. and Eric Hanushek, “High Stakes Research,” Education

also has chapters on several other popular myths iriNext, Summer 2003, as cited by Greene, p. 122.

. . . . ... % Hoxby, as cited by Greene, p. 141.
education, including several topics on accountability: gaymond and Hanushek, as cited by Greene, p. 142.

and school choice. Because Greene is committed tgsreene, Jay P. and Marcus Winters, “Competition Passes the Test,” Education

exemplary research, he does not shy away from takinge,o'p ag 0" 2 ote¢ Y Greene. p- 170

bold stances, no matter how unpopular they might bé.Greene, p. 151.

. . _ - Pl Digest of Education Statistics 2002, Table 61, as cited by Greene, p. 160.
His t_)”ef bUt We” documented chapters eaCh foer hlgt} Digest of Education Statistics 2002, Table 166, as cited by Greene, p. 160.
guality research that dispel common myths in educa-
tion policy and offer constructive insight into innova-
tive education reforms.
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