PER-PUPIL EXPENDITURES
IN OHIO’S 10 LARGEST
SCHOOL DISTRICTS

Nicholas Munyan-Penney and Charles Barone

Under the “Every Student Succeeds Act” (ESSA), states must now report, for
the first time, actual per-pupil spending for each and every school. This is a
significant change from previous practices under which spending was reported

using district-wide averages that masked real school-level funding. This is the
third in a series of issue briefs examining this new within-district data, toward
the goal of informing better policies around resource equity.

FINDINGS AT-A-GLANCE

« In Ohio, we find that most of the state’s largest districts fund high- and
low-poverty schools similarly. In all but two districts, schools with the highest
concentrations of students in poverty spend within 1.6% of schools with the
lowest concentrations of poor students.

* When considering race/ethnicity, in all of Ohio’s ten largest districts, schools
with larger concentrations of nonwhite students receive more per-pupil than
schools with smaller concentrations of nonwhite students. These advantages
range from 0.6% ($13,925 to $13,836) in Columbus City School District to 24.1%
($11,285 to $9,090) in Lakota Local.

e Despite clear progressive trends,
we see significant variation in
spending, particularly among
schools with the highest concen-
trations of poor and nonwhite
students, suggesting a potential
lack of intentionality on the part of
districts around funding based on
race and poverty. For example, in
Cincinnati, schools with at or about of schools with the lowest
100% of students receiving Free concentrations of poor students.
or Reduced-Price lunch, per-pupil
spending ranges between $10,248
and $14,702.

In all but two districts, schools
with the highest concentrations of
students in poverty spend within

» Rather than race/ethnicity or poverty, the clearest factor in determining
school-level funding is grade level. Throughout Ohio’s largest school districts,
elementary schools receive the most funding, while middle schools receive
the least. These differences are likely partially driven by state policies that
provide separate funding streams to these schools: Ohio provides additional
funding for students in grades K-3, as well as students enrolled in CTE courses,
most of which are offered at high schools.
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* Ultimately, funding structures in the state’s largest districts mostly provide
additional funding for schools with more nonwhite students. Yet—despite
progressive state allocations—districts across the state spend largely the same
in schools with different poverty levels, despite higher needs for poor students.
Moreover, relatively small advantages and large variations in spending
suggest a potential lack of intentionality on the part of districts to ensure
that students with the most need get the most resources.
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FINDINGS

Using data from the 2017-2018 school year® we find:

By Poverty*

In Ohio, we find that most of the state’s largest districts fund high- and low-poverty
schools similarly. This is not to say that schools are funded equitably, as copious
evidence shows that poor students require more resources to achieve to the highest
levels. (see Defining Resource Equity, page 5). In five of ten districts, schools with the
highest concentrations of students in poverty spend within 1.6% of schools with the
lowest concentrations of poor students. The two exceptions are Cincinnati City, which
spends on average 3.6% ($12,455 to $12,021) more in its highest poverty schools, and
Dublin City, which spends 3.0% ($10,493 to $10,816) less in its highest poverty schools
than those with the lowest concentrations of student in poverty. (Three districts had
no variation in poverty levels across schools and were excluded from this analysis.)
Given Title | funds are typically $800-$1,000 per student, these federal dollars may be
filling a spending gap, rather than providing additional funds, as intended.

Per Pupil Expenditures

District District Average Highest Lowest %
Average PP % FRL Poverty Poverty Difference
Schools Schools

Highest Lowest
Poverty Poverty
Districts Districts

*Columbus City School District, Cleveland Municipal, and Akron City are not included in the
analysis by poverty due to a lack of variation in school demographics; all schools report that
100% of their students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.

In Dublin City, we see large variations in spending across levels of school poverty, with
middle schools comprising all of the lowest-spending schools. As we discuss below,
this suggests that funding intentionality is largely driven by student grade level rather
than by student poverty level.
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In Cincinnati City, despite a clear progressive trend, with increased spending as the
concentration of students in poverty rises, we see significant variation in spending
among schools with similarly high percentages of students from low-income families.
At schools with at or about 100% of students receiving Free or Reduced-Price lunch,
per-pupil spending ranges between $10,248 and $14,702 with nine (20%) of those

CINCINNATI CITY
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schools spending above $13,000 per student and 10 (22%) schools spending $12,000
per-pupil or less. In other words, among schools with, at or above 100% FRPL, nine
schools spend $1,000 or more per-pupil than 10 other schools with almost identical
percentages of low-income students.

Again, this suggests a potential lack of district-level intentionality around funding
schools based on student poverty. However, Ohio’s school report cards show spending
in broad categories—such as instruction and pupil support—rather than more specific
ones—like salaries and benefits—so it’s difficult to draw any definitive conclusions
about what is driving these differences in spending.

Defining Resource Equity

There is relative consensus across the education community
that disadvantaged students of various types require additional
resources to achieve at levels similar to their more advantaged
peers, a belief that is increasingly built into state and district
school funding formulas. However, while it’'s simple to see
whether schools are funded equally, it’s not so easy, particularly
at first glance, to determine if schools are funded equitably.

The Education Trust New York notes that “providing a quality
education to low-income students requires 40 percent more
funding than for non low-income students.”® But this doesn’t
mean that all high-poverty schools should to be spending
40% more than low-poverty schools; this would only be the
case if the two schools had 0% and 100% students in poverty,
respectively. Using the 40% figure, a school with 70% students
in poverty should be spending approximately 14% more than a
school with 30% students in poverty.

This determination becomes exponentially more difficult as one
considers the schools of an entire district. And student poverty
is only one of many factors that determine a school’s total
funding. As rough estimate, districts should be spending at least
3% more per student in their highest-poverty schools than their
lowest-poverty schools, a figure that suggests intentionality
while also considering other funding factors.

By Race/Ethnicity

When considering race/ethnicity, in all of Ohio’s largest districts, schools with larger
concentrations of nonwhite students receive more than schools with smaller concen-
trations of nonwhite students. These advantages range from 0.6% ($13,925 to $13,836)
in Columbus City School District to 24.1% ($11,285 to $9,090) in Lakota Local.

Per Pupil Expenditures

District District Average % Highest % Lowest % %

Average Nonwhite Nonwhite Nonwhite Difference
PP Schools Schools

Columbus City [ $13,985.28 $13,924.89 $13,836.30

Cleveland $13,125.83 | 86.6% $12,573.32 $12,261.40
Municipal
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Per Pupil Expenditures

District District Average % Highest % Lowest % %
Average Nonwhite Nonwhite Nonwhite Difference
PP Schools Schools

Highest % Lowest %
Nonwhite Nonwhite
Districts Districts

In the state’s largest district, Columbus City, despite a slight spending advantage, on
average, for schools with the highest concentrations of nonwhite students, we see
large variations in spending between schools with similar concentrations of nonwhite
students: 52 (48%) schools spend $14,000 or more per pupil while 12 (11%) schools
spend $12,000 or less. This variation is largest among schools with greater than 70%
nonwhite students. This suggests that, as with poverty, there may be a lack of district
intentionality around funding schools based on student race/ethnicity.
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Even within Cleveland Municipal, which has very progressive funding by race/ethnicity,
we see significant variation, particularly in schools with the highest concentrations on
nonwhite students.

CLEVELAND MUNICIPAL
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Interaction of Poverty and Race

To determine the extent to which the race and poverty are correlated in Ohio, we
examine the proportion of schools with the highest proportion of nonwhite students
that also are among the schools with the highest proportion of students in poverty.
In Cincinnati, we find that of the 14 schools with the highest proportion of nonwhite
students, only six also have the highest levels of students in poverty. Similarly, seven
of the 14 schools with the lowest concentrations of nonwhite students also had the
lowest concentrations of students in poverty in the district, showing poverty is only
somewhat correlated with race in the state’s third largest district. Combining both
poverty and race/ethnicity, we find that high-poverty, high-nonwhite schools spend an
average of $649 more per student than low-poverty, low-nonwhite schools. We see a
similar trend in most of the state’s other largest districts.

One exception, however, is Hillard City, where race and poverty are slightly more
correlated. Of the six schools with the highest concentrations of nonwhite students,
five are also among those with the highest concentrations of students in poverty.
Here, despite a racial spending advantage of $100 per student (0.8%), high-poverty,
high-nonwhite schools spend an average $346 less per student than low-poverty,
low-nonwhite schools.

Grade-level Funding

While it’s informative to examine Ohio school expenditures by race/ethnicity and
poverty, these analyses obscure the clearest factor in school-level funding: grade
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level. Throughout Ohio’s largest school districts, elementary schools receive the most
funding, while middle schools receive the least. For example, in South-Western City
elementary schools spend an average of $9,096 per student, high schools spend
$8,343, and middle schools spend only $6,447, a difference of $2,649 and $1,896 per
student, respectively.

These differences are likely partially driven by state policies that provide separate
funding streams to these schools: the state provides additional funding for students

in grades K-3° as well as students enrolled in CTE courses. As a result, middle schools
do not receive any additional programmatic funding above and beyond the base
amount. In three of the largest districts—Cleveland City, Cincinnati City, and Toledo
City—middle grades are split between elementary and high schools, and as a result we
don’t see a clear spending divide based on grade level.

Within grade bands, spending trends generally follow overall district trends. However,
funding inequities are concentrated in middle grades. For example, in South-Western
City overall inequities by poverty are driven by middle and intermediate schools,
which spend 10.1% less in the highest-poverty schools than the lowest-poverty schools.
Elementary and high schools are progressively funded; the highest-poverty schools
spend 1.7% and 5.8% more, on average, than the lowest-poverty schools, respectively.
We also see small inequities by race in the middle schools of Dublin City (1%) and
Lakota Local (1%), despite overall progressive funding in the district.

BOTTOM LINE

Ultimately, funding structures in the state’s largest districts mostly provide additional
funding for schools with more nonwhite students. Yet—despite progressive state
allocations—districts across the state spend largely the same in schools with different
poverty levels, despite higher needs for poor students. Moreover, relatively small
advantages and large variations in spending suggest a potential lack of intentionality
on the part of districts to ensure that students with the most need get the most
resources. Districts such as Cincinnati and Columbus may want to consider being
more transparent about how schools are funded to explain differences in per-pupil
spending across schools and ensure district policies are leading to the desired
outcome of leveling the playing field for all students. Moreover, across the state,
schools spending varies greatly according to grade level. While the focus on grade
level may be the right choice for Ohio, these data give the state the opportunity to
examine the implications of these policies on poor and nonwhite students.
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ENDNOTES

1 http:/funded.edbuild.org/reports/state/OH

2 https:/www.edweek.org/ew/collections/quality-counts-2019-state-finance/state-
grades-on-school-finance-map-and.html

3 Enrollment data: https:/reportcard.education.ohio.gov/download; Expenditure data:
https://reportcard.education.ohio.gov/advanced

4 Figures on school economic disadvantage rates may not accurately reflect schools’
or districts’ actual rates due to the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), which
allows schools to provide all students with free/reduced lunch once reaching ~40%
of students at or below 185% of the federal poverty level. Schools that participate in
CEP report 100% economically disadvantaged students for the measure of economic
disadvantage, even if the actual proportion of economically disadvantaged students
is less than 100%. However, these data are the best statewide measure of economic
disadvantage available in Ohio and are used by OHDOE for internal analysis and to
allocate state funds to districts.

5 https:/newyork.edtrust.org/ny-school-funding/

6 Per OH DOE, K-3 literacy funding provides a scaled amount that does not exceed
$320 per pupil for even the poorest districts.
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