Does money matter for schools? Most studies say yes. - Chalkbeat https://www.chalkbeat.org/2023/5/16/23724474/school-funding-research...
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STUDENT & SCHOOL PERFORMANCE

An economist spent decades saying money wouldn't help schools. Now his
research suggests otherwise.

By Matt Barnum | May 16, 2023, 9:00am EDT
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Does money matter for schools? Most studies say yes. - Chalkbeat https://www.chalkbeat.org/2023/5/16/23724474/school-funding-research...

This story was co-published with Vox.

Eric Hanushek, a leading education researcher, has spent his career arguing that spending more money on
schools probably won’'t make them better.

His latest research, though, suggests the opposite.

The paper, set to be published later this year, is a new review of dozens of studies. It finds that when schools get
more money, students tend to score better on tests and stay in school longer, at least according to the majority
of rigorous studies on the topic.

Become a Chalkbeat sponsor

“They found pretty consistent positive effects of school funding,” said Adam Tyner, national research director
at the Fordham Institute, a conservative education think tank. “The fact that Hanushek has found so many
positive effects is especially significant because he’s associated with the idea that money doesn’t matter all that
much to school performance.”

The findings seem like a remarkable turnabout compared to prior research from Hanushek, who had for four
decades concluded in academic work that most studies show no clear relationship between spending and
school performance. His work has been cited by the U.S. Supreme Court and pushed a generation of federal

policymakers and advocates looking to fix America’s schools to focus not on money but ideas like teacher
evaluation and school choice.

Despite his new findings, Hanushek’s own views have not changed. “Just putting more money into schools is
unlikely to give us very good results,” he said in a recent interview. The focus, he insists, should be on spending
money effectively, not necessarily spending more of it. Money might help, but it’s no guarantee.

Hanushek’s view matters because he remains influential, playing a dual role as a leading scholar and advocate
— he continues to testify in court cases about school funding and to shape how many lawmakers think about
improving schools.

‘Does money matter?’ The decades-long debate, explained.

Hanushek began studying schools as a doctoral student in economics at MIT in 1966, when he attended an
academic seminar to pore over a bombshell new study. The Coleman Report, published by the federal
government, claimed that schools did not matter much for students’ academic success. More money for
education wouldn’t improve things either, argued the report, which was influential but shot through with
methodological flaws.

Hanushek couldn’t believe the conclusion that schools didn’t matter. By 1981, then an economics professor at
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Hanushek published a manifesto-like academic paper laying out this case titled: “Throwing Money at Schools.”

Eventually the debate became “Does money matter?” as the Brookings Institution put it in a book that
Hanushek contributed to. He always described this framing as simplistic, but Hanushek essentially became
the captain of team “not really.”

Hanushek hammered home this point with the message discipline of a politician and the data chops of an
economist. He wrote updated versions of the same academic paper again in 1986 and then in 1989, 1997, and

2003. He also made the case in numerous reports and articles, as well as in testimony in increasingly

prevalent school funding lawsuits. In 2000, he became a fellow at Stanford University’s Hoover Institution, a
conservative think tank, where he remains based today.

Hanushek’s basic claim was that most studies of school “inputs” — like per-pupil spending, teacher salaries,
and smaller class sizes — did not show a clear link between those resources and student outcomes. His 2003
paper showed that only 27% of the findings on spending were positively and significantly related to student
performance. “One is left with the clear picture that input policies of the type typically pursued have little
chance of being effective,” Hanushek wrote.

The basis for this conclusion was far more tenuous than Hanushek let on, though. Some researchers
reanalyzed Hanushek’s data, and found that there actually was a link between spending and performance
because his approach for summarizing studies was flawed. More importantly, the studies he relied on weren’t
able to clearly isolate the impact of money.

“They were very poorly done by current standards,” said Martin West, a Harvard education professor.
Nevertheless, Hanushek’s summary of these older studies, all published before 1995, is still sometimes cited
today, including in legal proceedings.

Starting in the early 1990s, the economics discipline began focusing more on teasing apart cause and effect,
using so-called “natural experiments,” an idea that recently won the Nobel Prize in economics. This eventually
upended the school spending debate: A slew of newer papers using these methods came out showing a positive

link with student outcomes. A recent overview paper by Northwestern University’s Kirabo Jackson and Claire
Mackevicius combined the results of numerous prior studies. They found that on average, an additional $1,000
per student led to small increases in test scores and a 2 percentage-point boost in high school graduation
rates.

The view that money matters now appears to be conventional wisdom among education researchers, although
some still question whether the newer methods can convincingly show cause and effect.

Hanushek has downplayed this newer research linking spending to outcomes. Last year he even testified in a
Pennsylvania school funding case that, “The majority of the studies that have been done to look at this
relationship don’t give any statistically significant relationship.” This line was later cited in a trial brief by
lawyers for the state.

Hanushek's new paper: most studies do show a link between funding, performance
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Hanushek’s most recent paper, posted online several months after his Pennsylvania testimony, comes to a
different conclusion.

Along with Stanford predoctoral fellow Danielle Handel, Hanushek reviewed rigorous studies released since
1999. Of 18 statistical estimates of the relationship between spending and test scores, 11 were positive and
statistically significant. A separate set of 18 estimates examined the link with high school completion or
college attendance; 14 of those were positive and significant. (The other four leaned positive but were not
significant.) These findings appear much more favorable for school spending than Hanushek’s prior work
indicated.

Hanushek and Northwestern’s Jackson have publicly debated the relationship between funding and outcomes,
including in a recent Maryland court case. But their most recent papers are surprisingly aligned in results, if
not interpretation.

“The findings reported by these studies were remarkably similar,” said Matthew Springer, a professor at the
University of North Carolina who has testified on the side of states in a number of funding cases. Both show
positive effects of money, he said.

Still, Hanushek insists this is the wrong takeaway. Don’t look at the typical effect, he argues; look at the
variation from study to study. “A thorough review of existing studies ... leads to conclusions similar to those in
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The context matters, they say. Sometimes money is spent well; sometimes it’s spent poorly. Sometimes the
effects are big; other times they are small or nonexistent. Just focusing on the overall effect masks this
variation.

To Hanushek, this aligns with what he’s been saying for decades: Throwing money at schools is a bad bet. “I
still don’t think that that’s good policy — that you have 61% of very diverse studies [finding a relationship
between spending and test scores] and you say I'll bet the next billion dollars on that,” he said.

Jackson agrees that how money is spent matters. But he also thinks that Hanushek is missing the obvious
conclusion from his own results.

“The vast majority of the time whatever school districts choose to spend the money on tends to improve
outcomes,” he said. “I don’t see how you can look at that and then say therefore we don’t have enough evidence
to suggest we should just increase the funds.”

Other researchers agreed that the variation in results is important, but that shouldn’t mean ignoring the
overall impact. “The average effect still matters,” said West, the Harvard professor.

The new research has not stopped Hanushek’s advocacy work outside of academia. He is still testifying on
behalf of states in court cases about whether schools should get more money, including in ongoing lawsuits in
Arizona and Maryland. (Recently, he’s been paid $450 an hour for his time in these cases. Jackson was paid
$300 an hour as an expert on the other side of the Maryland case.) “More often than not the academic research
indicates no significant improvements in student outcomes despite increased funding,” Hanushek wrote last
year in an expert report for the Maryland case.

Now, though, Hanushek’s own work contradicts his claim that most studies don’t show a positive relationship.
“When I gave that testimony, I didn’t have this summary,” Hanushek said, referring to similar comments as a
witness in Pennsylvania. “I wouldn’t answer it in that way” if asked again, he said. But ultimately, his thrust
would be the same: “I would say that there is no consistent effect.”

The Pennsylvania judge didn’t buy Hanushek’s claims, and ruled for plaintiffs who sued the state. Other judges

and politicians may be persuaded though. Some policymakers, including former Education Secretary Betsy
DeVos, continue to claim that money will not improve schools. This mantra may grow louder. Schools have
received $190 billion in COVID relief since 2020, and although there has been little rigorous research on the
money’s effects, many commentators have already argued that the funding has been ill spent.

Meanwhile, despite the impression left by four decades of his work and legal testimony, Hanushek says he’s not
actually against more funding for schools. “I have never said that money shouldn’t be spent on schools,” he
said recently. He simply thinks it needs to be used more effectively. For instance, he would like to see extra
resources earmarked to attract and retain good teachers in high-poverty schools, a policy he found worked in
Dallas.

So should policymakers spend more dollars on public schools, attached to certain requirements? Hanushek’s
answer: “Yes.”

Matt Barnum is a Spencer fellow in education journalism at Columbia University and a national reporter at Chalkbeat.
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Find upcoming events

Events

Events

May 17 - Hidden Voices of New York City:
Wong Chin Foo Student Workshop (Grades 3-5)
-9:30am

May 17 - Hidden Voices of New York City:
Wong Chin Foo Student Workshop (Grades 3-5)
-11:30am

May 18 - May: School Operations Networking

Group

May 24 - A Pilot's Story

May 25 - Virtual Executive Coaching

Certificate Information Session

https://www.chalkbeat.org/2023/5/16/23724474/school-funding-research...

Become a Chalkbeat sponsor

The Latest

2 Colorado’s free preschool program has 19,000 families signed up with at least 15,000 more expected

Families who apply by Wednesday at 5 p.m. will find out June 1 which preschools their children matched with.

5/16/2023. 6:02 PM
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What we know (and don't know) about NYC's plans to house migrants in school gyms

To house the influx of migrants, New York City might tap up to 20 gyms in public schools to use as shelters, Mayor Eric Adams
said Tuesday. Tensions are rising over the plans.

By Alex Zimmerman and Amy Zimmer | Today at 4:56pm EDT

Civil rights icon Ruby Bridges on her life story being banned: ‘When they started targeting me, |
couldn't ignore it’

Pioneer of school desegregation says resolving racial differences requires telling the truth about history — ‘good, bad, or
ugly.

By Tonyaa Weathersbee | Today at 12:56pm EDT

This IPS teacher infuses her English lessons with virtual travel and Shakespearean playlists

Nikia Garland has applied for several grants to enhance the learning experience of her students. Her latest fellowship will
bring her to Norway.

By Amelia Pak-Harvey | Today at 9:50am EDT

Seven school gyms are housing migrants or could soon. Parents and pols are pushing back.

Some 500 asylum-seekers slept in a school gym on Staten Island over the weekend. By Monday city officials had identified six
more gyms, all in Brooklyn, to cope with an evolving emergency.

By Gwynne Hogan, THE CITY | May 15

Honorary diplomas given to former Manual High students displaced by the school’s closure in 2006

‘We are going to make this right,’ Denver school board Vice President Auon'tai Anderson said.

By Melanie Asmar | May 15

Become a Chalkbeat sponsor

Education, explained.
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