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Good morning/afternoon Senator Mayer and Members of the Committee. Thank you for your
invitation to participate in this hearing.

Introduction

My name is Peter Cookson and I am a Senior Researcher with the Learning Policy Institute
(LPI). The Institute conducts and communicates independent, high-quality research to improve
education policy and practice. Working with policymakers, researchers, educators, community
groups, and others, we seek to advance evidence-based policies that support empowering and
equitable learning for each and every child.

Today, I will share research that demonstrates how and why money matters for empowering
students to achieve academic success and maximize their talents, which benefits them and all of
us. Furthermore, with a focus on why money matters for student success specifically in New
York State, I provide evidence of the consequences of inequitable funding for those students
most in need of adequate and equitable resources. I briefly touch on an example from another
state that has leveraged school funding reforms to improve student outcomes, and conclude with
recommendations to help ensure that all New York students receive a sound basic education.

I'should add from the outset that the Foundation Aid Formula is one of the most progressive in
the country in terms of ensuring the equitable distribution of educational resources.
Unfortunately, because it is currently underfunded, and because wealthy local districts can add
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significant amounts of funding to school budgets from their local property tax base, the actual
distribution of revenues across the state to schools is regressive. It is highly unequal, and it does
not ensure that funding is related to pupil needs, spending far more in affluent districts than in
districts that serve much needier students. As a result, high-need school districts serving students
from low-income families do not have the resources they need to enable and empower their
students to reach their academic and creative potentials.

Disparities between school district per-pupil spending in New York are dramatic. Average per-
pupil spending data camouflage serious funding inequities. In 2015, revenues per pupil varied
from less than $15,000 per pupil to more than $70,000 per pupil. The author of a 2019 study of
New York education finance reform found, “Had funding been distributed according to the
foundation formula that was specified by the education finance reform legislation passed in
2007, high-poverty districts would have received more funding and disparities in funding across
districts with similar characteristics would have been reduced.”"

A recent study by Education Trust found the following:

* In 2018, New York ranked 48th out of 50 states in gaps in state and local revenues per
student between districts serving the most and fewest students in poverty.

» New York ranked 44th out of 50 states in gaps in state and local revenues per student
between districts serving the most and fewest students of color.?

The Consequences of Inequitable Funding in New York

We have, in effect, not one but two public school systems in New York: one for students living
in stable communities with sufficient resources to provide a sound basic education and another
located in communities of concentrated poverty, which are quite often also communities of color.

Recent research makes it evident that districts with the highest percentages of students of color
consistently have the Jowest median salaries for teachers in the state. Less funding results in less
qualified and fewer teachers. The turnover rate of teachers in high-poverty districts serving Black
students is double that of low-poverty White districts.’

These are the types of disparities the Foundation Aid Formula was meant to address. This comes
to the heart of the puzzle: How is it that New York, with its commitment to quality education,
still does not provide adequate funds so that all districts in the state are able to offer their
students a sound basic education? The short answer is that the current Foundation Aid Formula is
underfunded, and the lack of funding disproportionately impacts those districts educating
students of color and students from low-income families. Special education and supports for
English learners are also underfunded.
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According to the Alliance for Quality Education, two thirds of the districts in New York State
are still owed Foundation Aid. By contrast, 100% of high-need school districts with majority
Black and Latino/a students are owed Foundation Aid. There are 25 school districts that are both
high-need and majority Black and Latino/a. The students in these 25 districts represent 80% of
the Black and Latino/a students in the state and 69% of the economically disadvantaged students
in the state. These 25 school districts are owed 62% ($2.6 billion) of all Foundation Aid.*

According to the Education Law Center, the state remains $4 billion in arrears on its funding
obligation to New York school children.?

How and Why Money Matters

The common explanation for failure to act on these kinds of inequities is that money doesn’t
actually matter for the quality of education. However, a growing number of national and state
studies show that investments in education—particularly in the education of children from low-
income families—reap very large benefits for achievement, graduation rates, educational
attainment, employment, and later life earnings.® How this happens is not a mystery.’

Figure 1

Conceptual Map of the Relationship of Schooling Resources to Children’s
Measurable School Achievement Outcomes
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Many scholars have demonstrated empirically that more equitable and adequate school funding
results in improved achievement, especially for students from low-income families. As just one
example, one recent study of school finance reforms examined the long-term outcomes for more
than 15,000 children born between 1955 and 1985 who were followed through 2011. For
students from low-income families who had 20% more spent on them over their 12 years of
schooling, graduation rates increased by 23 percentage points, their household incomes as adults
increased by 52%, and their odds of living in poverty were greatly reduced.?

Studies of states and nations that have dramatically improved achievement have found that wise
use of funds results in teaching and learning systems that can provide excellent education for all
students.’ As described by Linda Darling-Hammond, this includes:

e equitable funding focused on pupil needs;
¢ investments in a stable, diverse, high-quality workforce that is equitably distributed and
ensures strong educator training and ongoing support for all teachers and leaders;

¢ thoughtful standards, curriculum, instruction, and assessments that are well aligned with
each other and with the demands of a 21st-century society and economy;

» high-quality early childhood education that is widely available and freely accessible to all
children from low-income families; and

» supports for children’s health and welfare (food and housing security; before and after
school care; and extended learning time where needed).

Evidence That Money Matters in New York

A recent study focused solely on New York uncovered the same relationship— funding is
associated with higher student achievement in both math and English, even after controlling for
many other factors that typically influence school performance. Looking at the variation in per-
pupil expenditures associated with the state’s “hold harmless™ provisions that maintain prior
levels of total state aid even when student enroliment declines, the authors found that school
resources matter, and that sustained financial investments help districts maintain and improve
quality of public education. '°

In addition, a study of teachers in New York City after the courts required increases in state
funding for teacher salaries found gains in student achievement associated by the hiring of more
qualified teachers. Researchers found that growth in student achievement in elementary and
middle school mathematics was most enhanced by having a fully certified teacher who had
graduated from a university-based preservice teacher education program, who had a strong
academic background in math, and who had more than two years of experience.!! Students’



achievement was hurt most by having an inexperienced teacher on a temporary license—a
teaching profile most common in high-minority, low-income schools.

The New Jersey Story in Brief

Other states have recognized the role of school funding in advancing learning for all.'> One such
state is nearby New Jersey, which spends almost the same amount per student as New York, but
do so much more equitably. After 3 decades of litigation regarding deeply inequitable funding,
New Jersey made a major investment in “parity” funding for low-wealth, high-minority districts
beginning in 1996-97. By 2007, New Jersey had sharply increased its standing on reading and
mathematics assessments nationally and reduced achievement gaps—ranking in the top five
states in all subject areas and grade levels on the National Assessment of Educational Progress.
It maintains these levels of achievement today, ranking 2™ in the nation in reading and 4 in
math, even as students of color have become a majority in the state.

Recommendations

These findings and research suggest three considerations for the Committee in your efforts to

ensure equal educational opportunities for the children in New York State, especially those that
have historically been furthest from opportunity:

1. The Foundation Aid Formula, which is based on student need and allocates greater state
funding to districts serving higher proportions of high-need students, should be fully
funded.

2. The Foundation Aid Formula principle, which is that funding is aligned with need, should
be extended to provide adequate and equitable funding for special education students.

3. Funding provided to districts should be sufficient to enable them to hire and keep well-
prepared educators by coupling funding increases that support improved salaries and
working conditions in previously under-resourced districts with high-quality educator

preparation, induction and mentoring for novice teachers, and ongoing professional
learning.

The evidence is clear: The return on investment of educating all the state’s children so that they
reach and exceed their potential will result in a larger tax base, lower crime rates, and less
dependency on public assistance.

But there is an even deeper reason to invest in the state’s children: Democracy requires a high
level of civic participation and knowledge from its citizens to thrive. As Chief Justice Warren
noted in the Brown opinion, education *is the very foundation of good citizenship,” and that the



opportunity to access education, “where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which
must be made available to all on equal terms.”"?

Education is the only and best way to build a democracy that works on behalf of all. Children
who are deprived of a sound basic education make democracy smaller, less inclusive, and
ultimately more fragile. The stakes are very high, and the solution is at hand.

Thank you for this opportunity; I would be happy to answer members’ questions.
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