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C en ter fo r A m er i c a n Prog res s

Introduction

A

chieving equity is the purpose of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
of 1965, one of the legislative hallmarks of President Lyndon Johnson’s War
on Poverty. Title I of the Act now provides more than $13 billion in conditional
grants annually to state and local school districts. Through direct financial assistance to
public school systems, the federal government supplements opportunities for students
from low-income families, with the goal of ameliorating the effects of poverty on educational achievement.

For this policy to be effective, however, federal funds must be added to an already even
base of state and local funds so that the federal funds actually can provide a needed
boost for students from low-income families. Several fiscal equity provisions in the law
are intended to work together to ensure a level playing field before the application of
federal funds, but the comparability provisions do not in fact ensure fiscal equity for
Title I schools. (See the first report in our package for the history of comparability since
1965, and the second report for a detailed analysis of the consequences of this development over the past 43 years.)
The concept behind comparability is simple: Resources and educational opportunities
provided with state and local funds in schools receiving Title I funds must be comparable to those provided in non-Title I schools before provision of any federal funds. The
primary problems with the comparability provisions are the following:
 The law allows districts to ignore differences in teacher salaries across schools. The
result is that hundreds of thousands of dollars less in state and local funds may be
spent to educate children in Title I schools than in non-Title I schools.
 The law does not demand full fiscal equity, only 90 percent. In addition, it limits the
amount of additional state and local funds that can be provided to high-poverty, Title I
schools to no more than 10 percent over the amount provided to non-Title I schools.
 Lax enforcement of the comparability provisions has compromised their effectiveness.
As Congress reauthorizes the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which is now
commonly referred to as the No Child Left Behind Act, it should strengthen the comparability provisions to ensure greater fiscal equity and more state and local investment in
high-poverty schools.
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Structure of Federal Financial
Assistance Under Title 1

T

he Elementary and Secondary Education Act represents the federal government’s most significant commitment to improving the education of disadvantaged students and to closing achievement gaps between groups. In exchange for
the federal investment in this effort, states and school districts agree to certain conditions, including public reporting of student achievement data by group, implementation
of accountability systems, and increased responsibility for improving student achievement in schools that persistently fail to meet goals.

Congress has determined, with ample support from research and the historical record,
that schools educating students who are growing up in poverty need supplemental
resources to create a level educational playing field.1 Title 1 provides some of these
resources, but Congress wisely has enlisted the states and local school districts to do their
part. This is important because federal financial support represents a relatively small
proportion of total education funding.2 Providing low-income students with additional
federal funding requires that the underlying foundational funding from states and local
districts is allocated to low-income students on an equitable basis—or at least on an equal
basis—so that the federal money indeed provides the extras for which it was intended.
Addressing within-district funding gaps is a critically important component of establishing resource equity. Addressing this issue alone, however, will not solve funding equity
issues because there are other sources of inequities. Indeed, while this paper describes
ways in which Title I could force districts to treat schools more fairly, the federal funding formula creates some fairness issues of its own. For instance, by targeting the biggest
Title I funds to high-spending states, the federal government rewards wealthy states and
sends less per pupil to low-wealth states where poverty is most prevalent.3
In addition, in many states, high-poverty school districts get less per pupil in state and
local funds than the districts with the fewest students from low-income families.4 The
inequity and inadequacy of many state funding policies are well known and many have
been addressed over the last several decades. The disparities between schools within
the same district, however, have been largely overlooked. Intra-district inequality—the
focus of the comparability provisions—represents a serious problem, and one where
federal policy can spur positive change.
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Fiscal Equity is Key to Success
As part of establishing eligibility for participation in the Title I funding program,
school districts make several commitments regarding fiscal effort and equity.
The purpose of these provisions in the
law is to ensure that Title I money provides supplemental educational opportunities for low-income students. These
stipulations require districts to:
 Maintain their efforts over time;
 Use federal funds to supplement their
efforts, not supplant funding for other
programs;
 Ensure comparability of funding.
Maintenance of effort obligates districts to
spend at least 90 percent as much money
on public education (either per student
or in total) as was spent on education in
the past. If a school district diminishes
its expenditures by more than 10 percent,
the state is supposed to diminish its Title I
grant by the same amount and redistribute
the federal funds to other school districts.5
The second fiscal obligation requires
districts to use Title I funds in a way that
supplements and does not supplant what
otherwise would be provided to the students who generated the federal funding.6
The final element of fiscal equity required
by Title I is the comparability obligation,
which attempts to ensure that educational
opportunities in Title I schools are comparable with those offered in schools that do
not receive Title I funds.
Although the statute gives school districts
some discretion in how broadly to distrib-
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ute Title I funds across schools, it requires
districts to provide Title I funding to the
highest-poverty schools. Therefore, the
comparability requirement in theory
should ensure at-least equal opportunities
in higher-poverty schools as compared to
any participating district’s lower-poverty
schools, or schools that are not receiving
Title I funds.
Taken together, these provisions should
advance the federal purpose of leveling the playing field for children from
low-income families. Because more
than 90 percent of school districts in the
United States currently participate in the
Title I program, the fiscal equity provisions in Title I could have widespread
impact on ensuring equitable distribution of public education resources.7 As
currently written, however, the comparability provisions provide little assurance
that school districts actually offer comparable educational opportunities in Title I
schools. Indeed, many do not.
Perhaps the most significant shortcoming in the current law and regulations
is the treatment of teachers and other
staff with regard to establishing comparability. The current law is vague
with respect to determining whether
students in Title I schools and those in
non-Title I schools have “comparable”
access to teachers. This was not always
the case. When comparability was at
its most exacting standard in 1971, it
required equal pupil-teacher ratios in
terms of certified teachers, other certified staff, and non-certified staff. It also
required equal expenditures on instructional staff salaries (other than longevity
pay) and other instructional costs. Such
standards did not last long.
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The Comparability Provisions
Have Several Weaknesses

O

ver time, instead of becoming more refined and demanding in how the law
sought to ensure comparable opportunities in Title I schools, the law grew
weaker and weaker. Today, school districts need only have a single-salary
schedule for all teachers and policies that ensure equivalence among schools for teachers, administrators, and other staff, and for instructional materials. The law previously
required equivalence with regard to student-staff ratios and per-pupil instructional staff
expenditures, but it now allows school districts to choose between and affords them
other options for determining comparability.

In ensuring equivalence with respect to “teachers, administrators, and other staff,”
school districts are allowed to count paraprofessionals and teachers’ aides the same
as teachers, masking potentially harmful inequities in access to qualified teachers.8 A
Title I school can be deemed to satisfy the comparability requirement by having staffstudent ratios that are equal to ratios in non-Title I schools, even though the Title I
school might be meeting the requirement with paraprofessionals in addition to undercertified and novice teachers.
Congress has recognized that paraprofessionals are not comparable with teachers and
crafted the teacher-quality provisions in Title II of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act to restrict reliance on paraprofessionals for instruction in Title I schools.
However, even as Congress moved to ensure that paraprofessionals were not treated as
teachers in ensuring fair access to qualified teachers in one part of the law, Congress
did not address the treatment of paraprofessionals the same as teachers in the comparability provisions of Title I. This loophole has given states discretion in counting paraprofessionals for comparability determinations. Most count paraprofessionals the same
as teachers; some states (e.g. Kansas and New York) have eliminated paraprofessionals
from comparability calculations; others count paras as half a teacher (e.g. Idaho and
West Virginia).9
The law also explicitly excludes differences in teacher salaries from comparability calculations when the differences in salaries result from differences in years of experience.10
This has the potential to mask massive disparities in actual school budgets, which can
vary significantly based on the mix of teachers in any given school. The actual impact
of this exemption is not clear because schools can demonstrate comparability without
any inquiry into salary expenditures, but this a very big deal: expenditures on experience-based salary increases represent approximately ten percent of all money spent on
public education nationally.11 Including actual teacher salaries for each school, however,
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will be crucially important in the next
iteration of the comparability provisions,
as discussed below.
The law also has become less exacting
in the extent of comparability that is
required. Previously, Title I schools had
to be within 5 percent of the non-Title I
average to be deemed comparable. This
requirement has been relaxed to allow
a 10 percent deviation from the nonTitle I average, so that a Title I school is
considered to offer comparable services
if it has 90 percent of the state and local
resources (such as they currently are measured) that are provided to the average
non-Title I school.
Moreover, this requirement is applied
in both directions. Title I schools cannot have less than 90 percent of the
non-Title I average nor can they have more
than 110 percent and still be considered comparable. If a Title I school has significantly
smaller class sizes or significant financial
incentives for teachers, and these policies
result in additional resources that exceed
10 percent of the state and local funds
provided to the average non-Title I school,
then the school is deemed out of compliance with the comparability provisions.12
This turns the comparability provision on
its head, limiting the resources available
to high-poverty schools instead of encouraging greater investments in them.
In addition to weaker substantive obligations, the law’s enforcement mechanism
also has been compromised. School districts previously could not receive Title I
funding without an affirmative determination that comparability was satisfied.
Now, comparability is addressed through
a vague assurance of compliance, and
state departments of education need
only check on districts’ implementation
every two years.
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Lack of compliance is only discovered
after the fact and appears to be addressed
mildly, if at all. Students may be assigned
to Title I schools that do not have comparable offerings for years without redress.
For instance, when 40-to-50 Chicago Public Schools were determined to not have
comparable offerings in 2004–05 and
2005–06, the school district created almost
100 positions to augment staffing at the
non-comparable Title I schools but filled
only 19 of the positions, achieving comparability only at four additional schools.13
If lax enforcement is a problem, budgetary machinations that result in fraud
make matters worse. Researchers at the
University of Washington discovered
some districts that appear to use questionable financial tactics.14 Here’s how
the ploy works: When districts account
for the additional staff positions that are
supported with Title I, they are supposed to charge the Title I account only
for the actual salaries being paid. But
some districts apparently are charging
the Title I budget for an average teacher
salary. This allows the district to hire an
inexpensive teacher for a Title I school,
while reimbursing itself for a more
expensive teacher—leaving less in the
Title I account and more in the district’s
general account. University of Washington researchers estimated that in one district the amount of money inappropriately transferred from the Title I account
amounted to more than $600,000 in a
school year.15
The comparability provisions, therefore,
do not effectively ensure equivalence with
respect to teachers—either through comparable credentials or comparable salary
allocations. Moreover, even when Title I
schools have teachers with neither comparable credentials nor comparable salaries, the law still deems them comparable,
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so these schools are not provided with
additional funds to purchase additional
support or improve working conditions.

Weak Comparability Provisions
Allow Funding Gaps to Persist
The current law’s comparability language
is so flawed that districts often end up
providing their highest-poverty schools
with thousands of dollars less per year—
sometimes hundreds of thousands dollars
less—in state and local funds than they
provide to their schools facing fewer challenges. These within-district funding gaps
stack the deck against the academic success of low-income students and undermine Title I’s intent to provide them
with the “extras” they need to achieve at
higher levels. Indeed, research over the
years has established that high-poverty
schools do not get their fair share of state
and local funds.
Instead, federal and other categorical funds, which were intended to provide additional opportunities, are used
to fill in for inequitable distribution of
foundational funds. When spending
patterns were examined in Texas and
Denver, more money from the district’s
non-targeted funds were spent in the
districts’ low-poverty schools in four out
of five large urban districts. (Dallas was
the exception; Austin, Houston, and Fort
Worth as well as Denver all spent more
per-pupil in low-poverty than in highpoverty schools.)16 Even when targeted,
categorical funds are counted; however,
high-poverty schools in the four districts
mentioned above did not receive the funding their students were generating. Lowto-average staff salaries in these schools
were subsidizing higher staff salaries in
the district’s lowest-poverty schools.17
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One of the main drivers of this fiscal
inequality is the pervasive disparities in
teacher assignments, with high-poverty
schools tending to have disproportionate shares of the most junior, lowest-paid
teachers. In Arlington, Texas, for example, teachers in high-poverty elementary
schools are paid, on average, $2,762 less
than teachers in the district’s low-poverty
elementary schools, and similar disparities are found in 9 of the 10 biggest
districts in Texas. This pattern also is
observed in 42 of the biggest school districts in California.18
Sometimes, school districts attempt to
compensate for the concentration of novice, less-credentialed teachers to higherpoverty schools by placing more teachers
in these schools, effectively lowering class
size or providing additional professional
support. In other districts, there is no
attempt to offset the disparities in individual teachers’ salaries, which are then
compounded by disparities in wholeschool teacher salary allocations.
This problem can be illustrated by Olentangy School District, in a suburb of
Columbus, Ohio. Olentangy has 10 elementary schools, two of which receive
Title I funds. The two Title I schools in
Olentangy have teachers that, on average,
are paid less than the teachers in any of
the non-Title I schools. Moreover, each
school spends less per pupil on teacher
salaries than the average non-Title I
school. One of these elementary schools
spends $499 less per pupil on teacher
salaries than the average non-Title I
school in the district. If this school had
per-pupil expenditures on teacher salaries that were comparable to the district’s
non-Title I schools, it would have an
additional $286,000 in its budget.19
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Despite the weakness of the comparability requirements, some districts, including
New York City, spend more per-student
on teacher salaries in Title I schools. New
York City’s success proves it is possible to
achieve true fiscal comparability, and also
illustrates the limitations of comparability
as only one component of true equity.
New York City boasts the nation’s largest
school district, educating approximately
1,250,000 students and employing 73,000
teachers. As is the case almost everywhere
this issue has been examined, the lowestpaid teachers are concentrated in the
schools with the highest concentrations of
low-income and minority students. Conversely, the district’s highest-paid teachers
are concentrated in the schools with the
fewest low-income and minority students.
This pattern is evident when comparing
Title I schools with non-Title I schools:
The average teacher salary in the city’s
Title I schools was $63,047 in 2005–06; in
non-Title I schools, it was $66,217.20
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Despite this inequality in average
teacher salaries, New York City has
achieved fiscal equity with regard to
teacher salaries by providing more
teachers in its Title I schools. Consequently, although some teachers are
paid less than the average salary for the
district, there are more teachers in these
schools. In Title I schools, per-pupil
teacher salary expenditures were $5,487
in 2005–06; in non-Title I schools, perpupil salary expenses were $4,760.
These data include Title I and other federal funds, so they don’t accurately model
a comparability analysis. They illustrate
that equity in teacher salary allocations is
achievable. The irony is that if New York
City needed to demonstrate comparability with regard to teacher salaries under
the current law, it might be out of compliance with the current rules because
the city allocates more than 10 percent
additional funding in teacher salaries to
its Title I schools.21

41

J U N E

2 0 0 8

w w w . a m e r i c a n p r o g r e s s . o r g

Why Does This Matter?

D

ecades of research document that teachers are the most significant educational
resource in a school district.22 We now know that teachers have a profound
impact on student learning, and that if we matched our most effective teachers
with our neediest students that schools could close gaps in educational achievement.23

It would be wrong to assume that we could fully address inequality in access to teacher
quality through the comparability provisions. Comparability is a part of fiscal equity,
which is necessary but by no means sufficient to ensure genuine equity in opportunities
for students to learn. But strengthening the comparability provisions would ensure that
more resources were provided to schools with more low-income students, which could
help these schools attract and retain the excellent teachers they so badly need.
Fiscal equity should be seen as providing a baseline on which to build more powerful
strategies for ensuring equal access to the best teachers. Other complementary changes
in policy and practice would be required to realize the benefits of comparability in
terms of improving teacher quality in Title I schools.
Many school districts, for example, have negotiated teacher contracts that prohibit the
district from offering incentive pay at certain schools, restrict their ability to provide
more favorable conditions in high-poverty schools compared to other schools, and
limit principals’ discretion in hiring teachers they believe are best suited to the school.
Furthermore, human resource departments often are not operating strategically or at
a high level, and principals are not accountable for supporting or retaining effective
teachers. To gain the full benefit of fiscal equity in improving teacher quality, school districts and states will need to address other barriers to attracting and retaining the best
teachers in high-poverty schools.
Although New York City still is working to achieve genuine comparability in terms
of teacher quality, it has made significant progress in raising teacher quality in highpoverty and low-performing schools. In fact, researchers found that new teachers in the
city’s lowest-performing elementary schools had similar academic credentials to new
teachers in the city’s higher-performing elementary schools.24 This was accomplished
through smart policy changes, deliberate recruiting efforts, and increased investments.
But effective teachers in New York’s lowest-performing elementary schools are likely
to leave these schools and transfer to schools with fewer low-performing students. The
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predictable result is diminished learning
opportunities for students.25 In New York,
at least according to this research, the
challenge is in retention—both in terms
of keeping highly effective teachers and in
terms of not keeping ineffective teachers.
Data from Tennessee, which has been
measuring teacher effectiveness longer
than anywhere else, reinforce these inequitable patterns. High-poverty schools in
Tennessee have a disproportionate share
of the state’s ineffective teachers, and are
significantly less likely than low-poverty
schools to have highly effective teachers.26
Used wisely, more money at high-poverty
schools could help address the challenges
of attracting, supporting, and retaining the very best teachers, which would
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do more than anything else to close the
achievement gap. It could also be used to
pay for extended time and additional supports for struggling students. This suggests
that fiscal comparability can help address
inequality, but also that it will take more
comprehensive strategies to achieve true
equality in educational opportunities.
The fact that comparability alone is insufficient to close achievement gaps or narrow the disparities in access to effective
teachers should not be used as an excuse
for failing to address this aspect of the
problem. Improving the comparability
requirements is a matter both of fundamental fairness and a necessary component of pursuing the national priority to
improve educational outcomes.
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An Attempt to Improve Title I
in the House Draft

T

he 2002 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act as
the No Child Left Behind Act has prompted unprecedented focus on closing
achievement gaps in public education. While there have been modest gains
since the law’s enactment, there is a pressing need to accelerate progress, which has
prompted policymakers and advocates to search for more effective policies to spur
change. Stronger comparability provisions could make the law more powerful in ensuring equality of opportunity, which is why many advocates for low-income students and
for improving public education have called for such changes.27

When the House Committee on Education and Labor took up NCLB reauthorization
in 2007, substantive changes to the comparability provisions were included in the draft
legislation. Committee leaders took the unusual step of posting a “discussion draft” of
the reauthorization proposal, which was not endorsed by any committee member but
was intended to frame debate. Though changes to the comparability provisions marked
an important and positive development, the discussion draft’s comparability recommendations contained shortcomings that should be addressed when the law eventually
is reauthorized.
Laudably, the draft explicitly sought to include teacher salaries in determining comparability. Indeed, the proposed language made it clear that school districts would
be required to look at teacher salary allocations from state and local funds to ensure
comparability in this area before applying any federal funds. The proposal also directly
addressed the current law’s blind eye toward differences in teacher salaries as a result of
differences in experience levels. (For a version of the House discussion draft proposed
comparability provisions that shows changes from the current law, see Appendix 1.)
The discussion draft also addressed important implementation issues that are likely to
arise when the comparability provisions are revamped. First, the draft proposed a threeyear phase-in for achieving genuine comparability. And second, it explicitly stated that the
provisions should not be construed to require any forced or involuntary transfer of personnel. Taken together, these proposed provisions were a responsible attempt to minimize
disruption to current staff assignments and to head off likely criticism of the policy.
Despite the best intentions, the discussion draft also included a couple of recommendations that would undermine the push for fiscal comparability. Most problematic,
the proposal focused the comparability determination exclusively on teacher salaries.
Although teacher salaries should be an essential factor in ascertaining fiscal comparabil-
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ity, they should not be the sole determinant. There are, of course, other important expenditures at the school level,
including funding for teacher support
and development as well as curricular
and instructional materials.
The House discussion draft proposed that
comparability could be satisfied if per-
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pupil expenditures for teacher salaries
were at least 98 percent of the average expenditures in non-Title I schools.
While this clearly is an improvement over
current law, it does not require full equity.
It does, however, eliminate the prohibition on Title I schools receiving a greater
share of state and local funds.
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Recommendations for
Strengthening Comparability
The comparability provisions should require per-pupil expenditures
of state and local funds in Title I schools that are at least equal to or
greater than per-pupil expenditures in non-Title I schools.
From an equity perspective, it is extremely important to demand true fiscal equity as a
requirement for receiving federal funds. All expenditures on instruction—staff, materials, technology, and so forth—should be included in determining comparability. Combining all expenditures into a single comparability determination will ensure fiscal
equity while not impinging on schools’ flexibility and discretion in allocating funds.
Public education has hardly begun to tap the potential of technology to transform
learning opportunities, and federal law should not stifle innovation by protecting or preferring one kind of instructional expenditure over another.
On the other side of the equation, federal policy should not encourage greater expenditures on teachers without regard to costs and benefits. Class-size reduction has proved
to be politically popular despite research showing its effects to be limited and its costs
high. Further, investing in better teachers improves student achievement more effectively
than adding teachers.28
Yet if the discussion draft’s approach of focusing exclusively on teacher salaries were
adopted, then districts likely would be pushed to meet the requirement largely by locating
more teachers in these schools without adequate attention to quality or to the opportunity
costs of spending money in this way. The same problem arises if teacher salaries are set
apart as a discrete category in which comparability must be established. Making comparability determinations based on total per-pupil expenditures would minimize the danger
that comparability requirements would be used to justify bad policy and practice.
Funds appropriated specifically for serving the additional needs of students with disabilities, and for English-language learners, should be excluded from the determination,
as should expenditures from state and local programs that are established to meet the
intent and purpose of Title I. This will ensure that base funding is at least equal and
that programs designed to serve identified needs will be able to fulfill that role and will
not have to make up for inequity in the base.
Likewise, expenditures for capital improvements and facilities should be accounted for
outside of comparability. States should be pressed to assess and address disparities in
access to modern, high-quality facilities. But leveling up high-poverty schools in this area
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is going to be expensive and would skew
the comparability determinations, which
should be focused on operational expenses.

resource allocation may shift to the benefit of students in higher poverty, Title I
schools. The national government should
encourage and reward this shift.

Teacher salaries, including
differences in salaries based
on experience, should be
fully accounted for in the
comparability determination.

Federal law should not reduce
the determination of equitable
educational opportunities to a
purely fiscal inquiry.

Teacher salaries are the majority, or at
least a very substantial share, of every
school’s budget. For example, a study
of Ohio elementary schools found that
teacher salaries represent 80–90 percent
of all instruction-related expenses.29 It
makes no sense to leave this money out
of the inquiry. This is especially important in light of the pervasive patterns
of inequality that relegate high-poverty
schools to hiring more novices and more
under-credentialed teachers who are paid
lower average salaries. Right now, these
schools are doubly disadvantaged: They
have lower-paid teachers, and their overall school budgets are smaller as a result.
Comparability should at least ensure that
Title I schools are “made whole” from a
fiscal perspective.

Federal policy needs to do more (not
less) to ensure students in high-poverty
schools receive their fair share of the best
teachers. But teacher salaries as currently
structured have little or no relation to
teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom.
In fact, one of the most significant ways
for teachers to raise their pay is by earning a master’s degree, which has not been
shown to improve classroom effectiveness (with some research suggesting that
teachers who possess a master’s degree
may be slightly less effective than other
teachers).30 This research begs the question of why the vast majority of school
districts continue to peg salary increases
to degree attainment. It does underscore,
however, that we should not conflate
teacher salary with teacher quality.

Comparability should not
constrain the additional resources
provided to Title I schools.
Currently, the comparability provisions
impose a 10 percent limit on the acceptable variance between Title I schools and
non-Title I schools, without regard to
whether the variance helps or harms the
Title I school. This situation may have
resulted from an assumption that any
disparity would disadvantage the higher
poverty schools. As more states and
school districts embrace their responsibility to close achievement gaps, however,
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Recent research on the effectiveness
of teachers in the Teach for America
program underscores the importance
of keeping fiscal equity separate from
the important focus on teacher quality.
Examining results from North Carolina’s statewide end-of-course tests over
several years, and utilizing value-added
statistical methodology to control for
differences in students’ prior performance, researchers were able to estimate
differences in individual teachers’ effectiveness in increasing student achievement. In North Carolina high schools,
Teach for America teachers were more
effective in their first and second years
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of teaching than experienced, regularly
credentialed teachers across the state.31
This research needs to be conducted
beyond North Carolina, and then confirmed through other studies. But it
suggests that it would be imprudent to
require schools with Teach for America
teachers to make up for their lower average salaries exclusively through hiring
more teachers—especially if the additional teachers were not coming through
Teach for America or other programs
with demonstrated effectiveness.
Federal law has evolved to treat equity
with regard to teacher quality separately
from fiscal equity. This is as it should be.
To close achievement gaps, we must close
the well-documented gaps in access to
qualified and effective teachers. Although
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the Elementary and Secondary Education Act can and should also be strengthened with regard to states’ and districts’
obligations to equitably assign teacher
talent, this is much more complicated
than ensuring fiscal equity. Ultimately,
policy and practice need to ensure a fair
distribution of effective teachers. Fiscal
equity should be considered a baseline,
foundational element of overall equity,
but it cannot substitute for or replace a
deep inquiry into who is teaching whom.
Equitable access to fiscal resources and
teacher quality would go a long way in
ensuring true equity in educational opportunity. But Congress also should require
states to assess and attain equity in curricular offerings, instructional support materials, and facilities to support instruction.
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Remaining Challenges

A

chieving true fiscal equity will be difficult for school districts unaccustomed to
accounting for actual resource allocation at the school level. Many “special”
programs, such as music, art, and gifted and talented, are administered from the
central office and not accounted for in individual school budgets. A careful examination
of the actual distribution of these special opportunities has revealed deep inequality in
their distribution, with high-poverty schools often losing out to schools whose staff or
parent community knows how to “work the system” better.32 Improved comparability
provisions will demand more accurate accounting for expenses at the school level.

Including actual teacher salaries in calculations of resource allocations will be perhaps the
biggest challenge in achieving fiscal equity. In most districts, salaries are budgeted at the
district level, with schools receiving a specified number of positions as opposed to a budget to hire a staff. Under current rules, a single-salary schedule for educators and a policy
of providing similar student-staff ratios suffices, which allows districts to ignore differences
in teacher salary dollars across schools. This has facilitated the concentration of the most
highly paid teachers in the schools with the fewest students from low-income families.
Correcting this imbalance demands sensitivity to schools, to communities, and to the
teachers involved. Strengthened comparability provisions should not be implemented
without a phase-in period. Schools accustomed to hiring teachers without regard to the
budget implications need time to adjust. Schools with an inordinate share of a district’s
highest paid teachers should not have to lose them; there are other, better ways of
achieving comparability.
The first is to use the natural occurrence of retirement and attrition to bring balance
to staff budgets. Once some of the highly paid teachers transfer to another position
or retire, however, school leaders and personnel specialists need to be cognizant of the
budgetary implications of new hires.
At some point, for comparability provisions that include actual teacher salaries to work,
schools must begin to balance expenditures on teachers and other staff against the other
potential uses of the money. Just because this has not been the norm is not a good reason
to allow this situation to persist. Schools, like every other public and private institution,
operate in a context of limited resources, and priorities need to be established and pursued.
If a school wants to have a faculty of relatively highly paid teachers, then it may need to
offset the high cost of this decision with fewer expenditures somewhere else. Under cur-
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rent practice, however, the “somewhere
else” tends to be in the salary allocations
of less fortunate schools. That’s what
needs to be fixed.
Comparability can be achieved most easily and least controversially by levelingup under-resourced Title I schools. The
infusion of new money can avoid the
zero-sum context of reallocating existing resources. As new money is budgeted
for public education, it can be focused on
making up for historical inequities. While
all levels of government currently are
experiencing budget pressures, it is likely
that education funding will again increase,
as it has consistently over the last several
decades. Policies that channel increases
in appropriations to high-poverty schools
can help achieve comparability without
the same political challenges associated
with reallocating existing resources.
The case for comparability is based on
fundamental fairness and good policy,
but this will not stop protests from the
previously privileged. Likely critics will
come from two camps. First, teacher
unions will object to the scaling back of
teachers’ prerogatives to pick assignments
without regard to educational and budgetary implications. This will be cloaked
in an accusation of robbing Peter to pay
Paul, without recognition that Paul represents high-poverty schools that have been
shortchanged unfairly.
This line of argument potentially will
motivate another stakeholder group to
protest: parents in relatively affluent communities. Because low-poverty schools
have been unfairly privileged under
current budget practices, there will be a
natural reaction to defend the status quo.
Indeed, as strengthening comparability
surfaced as a potential issue in reauthorization, some suggested that this would
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somehow infringe on local control. It will
be important to address both substantive
and political concerns directly. Funding
inequality is antithetical to the premise of
public education and undermines efforts
to close achievement gaps.
By combining strategic use of natural
attrition with targeted allocation of new
resources, school districts can achieve
comparability without disrupting current staff assignments. Opponents of
comparability will use the specter of
forced transfers or layoffs from privileged
schools as scare tactics to undermine
support for equity. It is important to meet
this criticism with smart policy that minimizes the danger of these problems. It
is just as important to meet the criticism
with proactive communications and an
aggressive response to misinformation—
because the criticism will come no matter
how well-crafted and fair the policy.

Potential to Spur Innovation
Demanding real fiscal equity as a matter
of national policy will open up opportunities for other innovations and other
improvements in public education.
First and foremost, real fiscal equity
would ensure more resources find their
way to high-poverty schools. The debate
around comparability likely will focus
on the burdens associated with changing
school district budget policies, the disruptions to traditional teacher prerogatives, and the loss of “privileged status”
for some schools. It will be important to
focus the conversation on the students
and families who have received inadequate or inequitable funding and on the
profound implications for these young
people, their communities, and the social
fabric of the nation.
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Driving additional state and local
resources to Title I schools could support
a broad range of improvements aimed at
closing achievement gaps. Schools could
use the money to recruit, support, and
retain the best teachers, who are significantly less likely to be in high-poverty
schools under prevailing policies. The
schools could also use the money to extend
learning time for struggling students.
Extended days, extended school years, and
other supplemental learning opportunities have all shown promise—and all cost
money. Of course, how the money is spent
will determine whether disadvantaged students learn more, but not if the money is
not in their schools in the first place.
When the debate over comparability
heats up—and anything that asks for
this much change in public education
tends to elicit heat—it will be important
for comparability-reform advocates to
remind policy makers and the public of
the fundamental fairness at stake and of
our nation’s commitment to equity.
The transition to true comparability could
be used as an opportunity to implement
a weighted student-funding policy. WSF
policy assigns cost values to each student
characteristic that requires additional
services, and then allocates resources on
the basis of these identified student needs.
A student from a low-income family
might be determined to need 50 percent
more resources than a non-poor student
to receive an equal education. A student
with a mild disability might need 25 percent more resources, and a student with
a profound disability might require 75
percent more. To allocate funds based on
WSF, districts would calculate the needs
of each individual student and send the
resources to the student’s school. Hence,
WSF also is explained sometimes as “the
money follows the child.”

2 0 0 8

By demanding accurate accounting for
actual salaries and other expenses at the
school level, comparability would create
conditions that would facilitate a transition to WSF.
Many WSF advocates also believe schools
and principals should have greater flexibility and autonomy in spending decisions. Opportunities to advance this
agenda could be created if comparability
requirements were strengthened, but it is
important to recognize that strengthening
comparability would not directly lead to
greater discretion at the school level with
regard to resource allocations. School districts could ensure that greater resources
were expended in high-poverty schools
but still maintain authority to direct
programs and practices from the central
office. Many large districts, for instance,
manage a district-wide curriculum and
interim assessment system; stronger comparability requirements need not conflict
with these educational policies.
To the extent that comparability is
accompanied by any increased budgetary autonomy or control at the school
level, districts need to plan for significant support and professional development for principals and other administrators. There are legitimate arguments
in favor of giving principals greater
flexibility in crafting school budgets, but
principals traditionally have possessed
neither authority nor great expertise in
this area. It would be unfair and unrealistic to expect principals to take on this
additional responsibility without more
support and some lead-time to develop
new skills. The benefits from giving principals greater authority and discretion
might be worth it, but districts should
recognize the additional challenges and
plan accordingly.
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Conclusion

A

mericans believe deeply in the creation of a level playing field; this value is in
our national DNA. Even as public education represents a testament to that
commitment, it is far from providing genuine equality of opportunity. The deck
has been stacked against high-poverty schools and their students; comparability is an
important component of un-stacking the deck and creating a level playing field.

The plain truth is that some students—especially students growing up in poverty—need
more resources than other students to have equitable opportunities to achieve their potential. Comparability can ensure these students receive at least their fair share, which will
be a big improvement over the status quo. Strengthening the comparability provisions is
one of the most important steps Congress can take as it seeks to make the No Child Left
Behind Act a more powerful tool for closing achievement gaps in public education.
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