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Gra hicall s eakin 

Public education 

Per pupil expenditures, 
public elementary and secondary school 
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• Total expenditures include all per pupil expenditures for 

school operation. 
.. Current expenditures include all per pupil costs except 

capital outlays and debt service. 

In the information age, an educated 
workforce is a crirical need of rhe U .S. 

economy. Despite rhis need, more rhan 10 
percenr of rhe U.S. population does not fm
ish high school. Less rhan half of rhose who 
do, do not pursue post-secondary education. 
As srudies reporr U.S. srudenrs' declining per
formance in internarional achievemenr com
peritions, public concern is voiced abour con
rinued and increasing expenditure on public 
schools. 

Inputs 
School spending (adjusted for inflarion) has 
increased rhroughout rhe 20th cenrury. 
• Total public spending per pupil is up from 
$725 in 1929 ro $5,257 in 1992, and haS 
doubled in rhe last 25 years (figure 1). 
• Teacher salaries have increased from 
$11,466 in 1929 ro $35, 905 in 1991 (figure 
2). Adjusted for inflation, teacher salaries in
creased by 20 percenr during rhe 1980s, rhe 
decade of school reform (figure 2). 

2 Estimated average annual salary 
of instructional staff 
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• The pupil/teacher rario has been reduced 
dramarically during rhe past 40 years, down 
ro 17 studenrs per teacher (figure 3). 

• Per pupil funding growrh has been fueled 
by a shifr from local ro state funding for 
primary and secondary educarion (figure 4). 
This graph shows rhe national staristics: how
ever, rhere is wide variarion across states; H a
waii wirh 87 percenr state funding, ro New 
Hampshire wirh 89 percenr local funding. 

Output 
Funding growrh and decreases in rhe pupil/ 
teacher rario are associated wirh lirrle or no 
improvemenr in studenr outcome measures . 

• Scores for scholasric aprirude tesrs for col
lege-bound seniors (SAT) have had a down
ward rrend over rhe past 25 years (figure 5). 

• School dropout rates (figure 6) for rhe 
most part have shown only slight improve
menr over rhe last decade. The percenrage of 
dropours for all persons aged 16 rhrough 24 
fell only rwo percenrage poinrs, from 15 per-

3 Public elementary and secondary 
schools' p plllteacher* ratios 
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cenr in 1972 ro 13 percenr in 1991- T here 
was dramaric improvemenr in rhe rate for 
black, non-Hispanic srudenrs, which declined 
from 22 percenr ro 14 percenr; rhe rate for 
white, non-Hispanic persons declined from 
12 percenr ro 9 percenr; but rhe drOp-OUl 
rate for H ispanics has remained close ro 35 
percenr over rhe past rwo decades. 

The puzzle 
Despite increases in school funding and lower 
pupillreacher rarios, srudenr performance 3-\ 

measured by achievemenr test scores and drop
out rates has worsened or shown only slight 
improvemenr. Research provides litrle insigh 
inro rhe issue_ Smaller class size, graduate crain 
ing fo r teachers, teacher experience, and highe 
teacher salaries do not appear ro be sysremari 
cally associated wirh improved srudenr per· 
formance on standardized achievemenr test 
(Hanushek)_ 

What are explanations for poor studen 
performance, despite increased public invest 



: vestment 

4 Total public elementary and 
secondary school revenues by source 
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6 Percentage high school dropouts 
among persons 16·24 yrs. old by race 
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menr in education? One might be that the 
performance measures are not appropriate 
measures of school outcomes. In 1990, 42 
percenr of all high school studenrs took the 
SAT exam. Thus a measure of the cognitive 
skills of less than 50 percent of high school 
students in their final year of school may not 

provide a represenrative performance measure. 
Test bias, shifts in the population taking the 
SAT, and the inreraction of school, home, 

r and community support in the learning pro

cess raise concerns about comparisons of SAT 
, scores across rime, and as a criterion for school 

I evaluations. 
The dropout rate may not be an appro

priate performance measure either. House
hold and community factors may impact 

dropout rates independenr of school resources. 
Evaluation of schools' success independenr of 
these non-school factors might lead to incor
rect conclusions about schools' effectiveness. 

Parr of the problem may be that schools 
are not efficienr. Use of average salary and 
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average pupil/reacher ratios as an input mea
sure assumes school administrators can allo
cate salary money and teachers to encourage 
teacher and studenr productivity. Teacher 
contracts and state mandates, however, of
ten influence or control these decisions. 

Social changes over the last two decades 
also impact the education process. There have 
been dramatic increases in both dual income 
and single parenr households. As a result, 
parents have less rime and energy to work 
with and supervise their children. The result 
may be that more student time is allocated 
to television, recreation and work, rather than 
reading and studying. Schools also are influ
enced by these social changes. Teachers' ex
pectations for pupil performance may change. 
School resources may be shifted to other ser
vices, such as security, after school day care, 
and meal programs. t!I 
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• For more 
information 
Denouws,M.L., RK Lester,andR Solow. 

Made inAmerica: Regainingthe Produc
tive Edge. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1989. 

Hanushek, Eric A. "The Economics of 
Schooling: Production and Efficiency 
in Public Schools." JournalofEconomic 
Literature, 24(3):1141-1177, 1986. 

U.S. Deparunent of Education. Digest of 
Education Statistics, 1992. Washing
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Kevin T. McNamara is assistant professor and Bob F. Jones is professor in the 
Department of Agricultural Economics at Purdue University. 
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