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In this age of accountability, school and district leaders must set priorities and make
tough decisions about how they allocate funds and staff.
The focus in the United States on creating accountable, standards-based education is
pushing districts and schools to more clearly define their goals and priorities for student
learning. Districts and states make headlines with bold proclamations about the
importance of academic achievement for all students. But the gap between rhetoric and
reality threatens hopes for improvement. While teachers scramble to help students meet
more ambitious academic targets, school and district spending patterns and organization
structures have changed little in the past three decades (Miles, 1997a). No matter what
school leaders and communities say is important, the way schools and districts use their
dollars, organize their staff, and structure their time dictates the results.
As public institutions, schools and districts try to do everything for everyone—and do it
all without making enemies. New dollars come to schools in small increments over time,
usually tied to specific purposes. We add new priorities and programs on top of the old.
Instead of restructuring and integrating school and district organizations, we create
specialities and departments to meet newly defined needs. Schools and districts now
spend significantly more to educate each pupil than ever before (Snyder & Hoffman,
1999). Taking advantage of these resources to meet higher academic standards requires a
political will and singleness of purpose that is difficult to sustain in public schools. Such
action also demands an attention to organizational and budget details that does not come
naturally to many educators and policymakers.
If we hope to meet our seemingly unreachable goals, districts and schools must define
priorities for student performance, make choices about how to organize to meet them, and
then move the dollars and people to match those commitments. If school leaders give
priority to improving academic achievement, for example, then the district staff and
budget should shift to support that goal. If the district declares that all students will read
by 3rd grade, then staff, dollars, and time should support more effective literacy teaching.
Districts and schools should expect to give up some long-standing and useful programs to
support these choices.

Matching Dollars to Priorities
For the past 10 years, I have helped districts and schools rethink their use of resources to
support their reform efforts. In partnership with New American Schools and with support
from Pew Charitable Trusts, I have worked with four large urban districts to analyze their
district and school spending and then consider ways to reallocate dollars. My colleagues
and I have discovered that, in many cases, the dollars needed for reform efforts are there,

but they are tied up in existing staff, programs, and practices. We have found that schools
need help shifting their use of resources to take advantage of what they already have and
that districts often lag behind schools in changing their own spending and organization
structures. To support schools in raising student performance, most districts need to
realign spending and staffing in at least five ways.
Restructure salaries to attract and retain high-quality teachers. It is no secret that U.S.
teaching salaries lag behind those of other professions. The discrepancy is especially
great for two types of teachers needed in schools: high-performing students from top
colleges who have many other career options and teachers trained in math and science
(Mohrman, Mohrman, & Odden, 1995). The earnings gap grows wider over a teaching
career (Conley & Odden, 1995). Maximum teaching salaries fall well below those in
other professions, meaning that the most talented individuals sacrifice much higher
potential earnings if they remain in teaching. Districts need to reconsider their practice of
paying all teachers the same regardless of subject area. In addition, they must find ways
to restructure teacher salaries and responsibilities to provide the most talented, productive
teachers with the opportunity to earn more competitive salaries during their careers.
Increasing salaries significantly without bankrupting districts means taking a hard look at
the way salary dollars are spent. Since the 1920s, virtually all districts have used a salary
structure that applies to every teacher regardless of grade or subject. Teachers can move
up the salary ladder either by logging more years of teaching or accumulating education
credits. Most districts increase salaries far more for experience than they do for education
(Miles, 1997b). Boston Public Schools, for example, spent 36 percent of its 1998–99
salary budget to buy years of experience (29 percent) and education credits (7 percent).
For this investment to make sense for students, both teaching experience and
accumulated credits would have to be clearly linked to student achievement. But research
shows that after the first five years, the quality of teaching does not automatically
improve with either course credits or years of teaching (Hanushek, 1994; Murnane,
1996). Experience and coursework have value, but neither is a fail-safe investment
without coaching, hard work, and systems that reward and encourage good teaching.
Many districts are currently experimenting with increasing teacher salaries on the basis of
more direct measures of teaching quality. Most of these plans give bonuses to teachers
who meet certain criteria or student performance targets. These extra dollars are nice
symbols, but the plans that have the most promise for significantly raising teacher salary
levels redirect existing salary dollars even as they seek to add more.
Redirect district staff and spending from compliance efforts to provide schools with
integrated support and accountability. Using standards to measure school performance
changes the role of the district office. If schools do not have to report student
performance, schools and districts are only held accountable for whether they do as they
are told and keep children safe. As a result, curriculum offices issue guidebooks and
sometimes check whether they are used, and districts create departments to monitor
whether dollars from each funding source are spent as stipulated.

When schools become accountable for student learning, the district role must shift to
helping schools measure student learning and supporting the changes in teaching and
organization that best support improvement. Most districts need to focus more on four
purposes: defining standards and targets, supporting schools and teachers, creating
accountability, and restructuring school organizations.
Supporting these four goals is often possible by reallocating existing resources. In many
large districts, the traditional compliance focus has resulted in a structure that spreads
resources thinly across many schools and priorities. For example, one district was
surprised to find that it devoted nine experts to supervising services across 30 schools.
Each expert was responsible for making sure that schools met program requirements in
one specific area, such as special education, Title I, bilingual education, literacy, or
technology. Because these nine individuals focused on only one issue in multiple schools,
they could conduct only superficial reviews of effectiveness, and they certainly couldn't
provide support to underperforming schools. Even though the district devoted $24,000 in
salaries and benefits to each school, the schools barely felt an impact. Instead, the schools
needed deeper, integrated school support in specific areas where improvement was most
needed.
Shift more resources to teaching literacy in grades K–3. Research consistently shows that
smaller group sizes matter most in early grades when students learn to read (Wenglinsky,
2001). It also shows that when students don't learn to read by 3rd grade, they continue to
fall farther behind in school and are more likely to be assigned to costly special education
programs and to drop out of school. Research suggests concrete ways to improve reading
achievement:
•
•
•
•

Class size reduction in grades pre-K–2 can make an important, lasting
difference in student achievement.
Small reductions in class size make little difference; only when class sizes
get down to 15–17 students does achievement increase predictably.
Even smaller group sizes, including one-on-one instruction, are crucial for
developing readers, especially those from disadvantaged homes.
If teachers don't change their classroom practice to take advantage of class
size reductions, they can't expect improved student performance.

To incorporate these lessons, both districts and schools need to shift their use of existing
resources. U.S. school districts average one teacher for every 17 students—with the ratio
much higher in many urban districts—and one adult for every nine students. Yet,
elementary school class size averages in the mid-20s (Miles, 1997a; Snyder & Hoffman,
1999). Most districts allocate more staff and dollars per pupil to high schools than to
elementary schools.
To focus resources where they matter most, districts need to look first at how much they
spend at the elementary school level compared to the high school level. Next, they need
to invest to ensure that teachers have access to powerful professional development in

teaching literacy. Third, they must actively support school-level changes that shift
resources toward literacy instruction.
This active support of school-level changes in the use of resources creates special
challenges for districts. For example, many schools have found ways to create small
reading groups for part of the day by making group sizes larger at other times of the day.
Others have reconsidered the role of each teacher, support person, and instructional aide
to ensure that they support the focus on literacy. In some schools, this may mean
changing the role of physical education, art, and music teachers or making these class
sizes larger. It may mean hiring a highly trained literacy specialist instead of a traditional
librarian. And redirecting resources toward literacy will mean integrating bilingual, Title
I, and special education teachers more fully into a schoolwide literacy strategy. Schools
need help making these shifts, which require changes in district policy, contract language,
and staff allocation practices. Districts also need to be prepared to defend school leaders
who abandon popular, but outmoded or less important, programs and staff positions to
support literacy efforts.
Invest strategically in professional development for teachers. To take advantage of
smaller class sizes and to improve literacy instruction, districts need to offer teachers
high-quality professional development. The assertion that districts invest only a small
percentage of their budgets in professional development has become a cliché among
education reformers. Although some districts may need to invest more money, the
priority, for many, will be to refocus existing efforts to create more effective professional
development and more useful teacher time. Research shows that professional
development that responds to school-level student performance priorities, focuses on
instruction, and provides coaching for individual teachers and teams over time can have a
powerful impact on teacher practice. But professional development doesn't follow this
model in most districts. And providing teachers with more professional time and
intensive coaching support can seem expensive to districts that use a few traditional
workshops as their "training."
In a detailed analysis of four large urban district budgets, we found that districts spend
more than they think on professional development (Miles & Hornbeck, 2000). In these
four districts, spending on professional development from all sources ranged 2–4 percent
of the district budget. These figures are much larger than those districts traditionally
report and manage. For example, one district reported $460,000 spent on strategic
professional development, but the district actually spent nearly 20 times this amount
when professional development efforts by all departments and sources were included.
Worse, our analysis showed that professional development spending is often divided
among many fragmented, sometimes conflicting, programs managed by different
departments. Spending to support improved academic instruction represented only a
fraction of total dollars in these districts, and the amount aimed at literacy instruction was
even smaller. Harnessing these dollars requires district and school leaders to challenge
the status quo and to abandon worthwhile initiatives in order to support more integrated
models of professional development.

Reduce spending on nonacademic teaching staff in secondary schools. The traditional
comprehensive high school often employs more teaching staff in nonacademic subjects
than it does in English, math, science, and history. Traditional high schools devote only
about half of each student's school day to courses covering academic skills, resulting in
more than half the high school resources being aimed at goals that are not measured by
the state and district standards. This allocation of resources also means that class sizes for
the core subjects are usually 30 students or more, with teachers responsible for a total of
more than 125 students.
But changing the balance of staff to make a meaningful difference in student loads and
academic time would require some high schools to double the number of academic staff.
And shifting more resources toward academic subjects means reducing staff in other
areas and challenging the structure—or even the existence—of such cherished programs
as band and athletics. Given the number of the changes and their sometimes painful
nature, it is unreasonable and impractical to expect principals or school-based decisionmaking groups to make them on their own. Until districts take steps to change the mix of
staff, many high schools will make marginal improvements at best.

Making Choices
Organizing resources to act on urgent priorities, such as teaching all students to read in
urban schools, requires leaders to take politically difficult stands. Union, district, and
school board leaders need courage and strong community support to say:
•
•

•

•

•

Even though all subjects are important, literacy is most important.
Even though all teachers are important, those who bring deep subject
knowledge and can integrate across disciplines or programs are worth
more.
Even though band, sports, and other electives can be a crucial part of a
balanced education, the community must find new ways to pay for and
provide them.
Even though student readiness and social health provide a base for student
learning, schools cannot be held accountable for providing all services to
students, and they aren't staffed to do so.
Even though investments in teacher professional development and
technology may mean an extra student in your class, we can't build and
sustain excellent schools without more of such investments.

Ensuring Adequate Funding
Regardless of overall spending levels, district and community leaders need to articulate
priorities and direct spending to support them. But they must also ensure that schools
have enough money to begin these tasks. There is no one way to define how much money
is enough, but a few test questions can help put district spending in perspective: How
does spending per pupil in your district compare to spending in other districts with

similar student populations? How do teacher salary levels compare? How does the
community's tax rate compare to the tax rates in similar districts?
If the community is underinvesting in education, leaders need to make the case for
increased spending. But a community may be more likely to support increases in
spending if citizens see that leaders have clear priorities and are willing to make difficult
choices to ensure that new dollars get to the heart of improving student achievement.
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