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Q: What’s the most consequential ed finance issue of 2025?

A: Impending changes to federal funds?

A: Will states fill the holes in district budgets? Changing Title I & IDEA 
requires rewriting laws (and 
60 votes in senate). Both 
laws are popular on both 
sides of the aisle. Districts 
should not expect major 
changes in next 2 years.  

Our prediction: Districts need not brace for big 
cuts in fed funds.

A: How will districts downsize their budgets?

Our prediction: With tight state revenues, districts 
should not expect a windfall from their legislature.
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The ed financial landscape wild ride continues:
how data can help tell the story
✓ Supes stressed about budget

✓ End of ESSER left holes in budgets

✓ Enrollment down. School closures?

✓ State revenues are tightening

✓ Local appetite for taxes is down

✓ Rising concern re federal funds

✓ Schools carrying more staff than ever

Teacher shortage is over 

✓ Sp Ed costs crowding out other spending

✓ Financial dysfunction plagues some districts

✓ Parents and staff resist budget reductions

✓ Test scores have not recovered



United States change in spending 
and scores since 2013
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Strong ROI: In MS, investments 

barely outpaced inflation, but 

reading scores saw net gains over 

the decade. 

Weaker ROI: In WA, steep spending 

increases paralleled steady 

declines in reading even with 

ESSER investments.



SPENDING outpaced 
inflation, 

at ~$16,100 
per pupil in 2023
(includes ~$1350

 pp in relief funds)
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MATH 

(8th grade) climbed through 2013, and 
then fell to the lowest point in decades, 

and now seeing some recovery

READING 
(4th grade) climbed during the 

first decade, falling in 2017 and 
now seeing slow recovery

Inflation
Pandemic Era: 

Spending 
jumped. 

Scores fell.

Great Recession and 
Aftermath:

 Flatter spending. 
Delayed declines in math.

Scores: The Nation’s Report Card (NAEP) 2013-2022. Subsequent dashed lines use Stanford Ed Opportunity Project’s estimated  change in NAEP points from state tests. Spending: U.S. 
Census Annual Survey of School System Finances through 2022, then NEA’s Ranking of the States’ estimate for 2023. Inflation: CPI, BLS. Questions: Edunomics@Georgetown.edu

NCLB Era 
(New $ + Standards 
+ Accountability):

Accompanied gains 
in math and reading.

ESSA + Focus on 
Inputs: 

Spending increased 
without 

corresponding 
score gains.

Recovery: 
Spending 

up, 
Scores up. 

2024   2025   2026 

Two decades of 
spending and scores 

in US public Ed

*

*

* Edunomics Lab guess for scores in 2024

*
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Source: NCES

Enrollment declines (2022 to 2031) will force downsizing for years to come:

The US has too 
many schools.

In many districts, 
relief funds masked 
financial impacts of 
declining 
enrollment. 

But relief funds are 
now gone. 

State hold harmless 
policies are costly 
and inequitable.

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cga/public-school-enrollment


REVENUES

EXPENDITURES

Enrollment vs staffing trends
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Replace this with national staffing v enroll chart



ESSER expenditure dashboard
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What did the district buy?

How is the district 
sustaining investments 

that worked post ESSER?

Did it work? How does the 
district know?

Did investments in PD, 
curriculum, or tutoring working 

to get students back up to 
grade level (or at least to the 
levels measured in 2019)? In 

which grades?

Did the district’s 
investments in counselors 

work to reduce 
absenteeism?
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NERD$:   School-by-school spending data

Pair spending data 
with other state and 

national data sets

https://fortworthreport.org/2024/02/21/heres-how-much-each-school-in-arlington-isd-receives-in-funding-per-student/

https://www.montgomeryadvertiser.com/story/news/education/2021/07/02/montgomery-public-school-federal-state-funding-allocation/7589342002/

Is spending equitable 
across schools in my 

district?
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Spending vs Outcomes 

I. These schools spend 
more public dollars than 
their peers and have 
higher student outcomes.

IV. These schools spend 
more public dollars than 
their peers and have 
lower student outcomes.

III. These schools spend 
fewer public dollars than 
their peers and have 
lower student outcomes.

II. These schools spend 
fewer public dollars than 
their peers and have 
higher student outcomes.

A

B

C

D



This state’s schools identify 14% of 
their students with disabilities.

This is just under the national 
average of 16%.

State of the State: Special Education in California
Special Education is consuming a growing share of public school budgets. It is important to ensure these investments are delivering value for students.

Of CA Sp Ed staff:
31% are teachers
22% are specialists
47% are paras

8th Grade Math: This gap is larger than most 
states; CA Sp Ed students score below the Sp Ed 
average in math.

Looking Ahead

✓ Examining trends in identification can help 
uncover what’s driving increased referrals.

✓ Improving reading instruction may help reduce 
referrals for reading-related disabilities and 
benefit all kids.

✓ As CA Sp Ed students lag behind Sp Ed students 
in other states in reading and math, progress is 
needed to make sure districts leverage their Sp 
Ed dollars to maximize value for students.

✓ A focus on quality over quantity of staff could 
better support learning while containing costs.

4th Grade Reading: This gap is smaller than most 
states; CA Sp Ed students score below the Sp Ed 
average in reading.

Analysis by Edunomics Lab using data from these sources: Enrollment: NCES 2014-2024, IDEA Ages 3-21. Staffing: U.S. Department of Education, IDEA Section 618 State Part B Personnel, 2022-23. Scores: The Nation’s 
Report Card (NAEP) 2024. Disability type: U.S. Department of Education, IDEA Section 618 State Part B Child Count school age, 2023-24. Questions: Edunomics@Georgetown.edu

CA Sp Ed programs employ
 1 FTE for every 5 Sp Ed students.

CA is identifying more students with 
disabilities even as overall enrollment drops.

Includes 
dyslexia

Includes 
ADD, 
ADHD

14%

Over the last decade, CA schools identified 
134,082 (19%) more students with disabilities 
even as enrollment declined by 388,048 
students (-6%). CA Sp Ed programs rely 

heavily on paraprofessionals.

Cumulative % enrollment change since 2014-15

Learning Disability 
35% 

(280,050 students)

Other Health Impairment
16% (122,569 students)

Autism
18% (145,605 students)

Speech/language impairment
20% (154,233 students)

9 remaining categories
11% (88,008 students)

Sp Ed costs are mostly labor.

845,287
students 

with disabili ties

711,205
students 
with disabili ties

5,924,113 
total enrolled students

6,312,161
total  enrolled students

Students without disabilities

Students with disabilities

Students without disabilities

Students with disabilities

Academic outcomes for CA students with 
disabilities lag general ed students. (NAEP)

Learning disabilities are the most 
common disability type in CA.



“ESA policies are 
diverting a substantial 
share of public funds 

that would otherwise go 
to school districts.”

“The money going 
to ESAs amounts 

to a rounding 
error.”

Which is it??
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Public investment in private options is on the rise. 
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How will districts reduce labor costs? 

With tighter budgets and falling enrollments, some districts won’t be able to maintain their 
higher staffing levels.…

Attrition: 

✓ Uneven (left with too few math, Sp Ed roles)

Early retirement incentives: 

✓ Inefficient (districts pay staff not to work)
✓ Will districts lose top performers?

Salary concessions:

✓ Freeze steps. Delay raises. Trim stipends. 

Furloughs (reduced days of work):

✓ Will students have fewer learning days?

Teacher layoffs (pink slips, RIFs):

✓ Where seniority drives layoffs (LIFO), cuts may eliminate 
some stronger teachers

✓ More impacts to higher-poverty schools
✓ Reduces teacher diversity. 
✓ Targeted layoffs could exit weaker teachers

Reduced benefits costs:

✓ Thinner plans or higher costs to employee

Reduce admin, specialists

✓ Lose key talent?
✓ Redeploy experts to classrooms?

➔ Done poorly, and labor cost reductions can have 
catastrophic impacts on instruction, especially for 
neediest students 
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How will districts reduce labor costs? 

With tighter budgets and falling enrollments, some districts won’t be able to maintain their 
higher staffing levels.…

Attrition: 

✓ Uneven (left with too few math, Sp Ed roles)

Early retirement incentives: 

✓ Inefficient (districts pay staff not to work)
✓ Will districts lose top performers?

Salary concessions:

✓ Freeze steps. Delay raises. Trim stipends. 

Furloughs (reduced days of work):

✓ Will students have fewer learning days?

Teacher layoffs (pink slips, RIFs):

✓ Where seniority drives layoffs (LIFO), cuts may eliminate 
some stronger teachers

✓ More impacts to higher-poverty schools
✓ Reduces teacher diversity. 
✓ Targeted layoffs could exit weaker teachers

Reduced benefits costs:

✓ Thinner plans or higher costs to employee

Reduce admin, specialists

✓ Lose key talent?
✓ Redeploy experts to classrooms?

➔ Done poorly, and labor cost reductions can have 
catastrophic impacts on instruction, especially for 
neediest students 

➔ Best case: districts end up with a smaller but stronger 
workforce and better instruction:
➢ reducing need for some specialists/remediation
➢ reduces Sp Ed placements and cost of services.



Narrow window when leaders 

make tough decisions and 

community can weigh in on 

what to cut/keep.

Hugely consequential budget season:

Sept          Oct           Nov           Dec           Jan            Feb           Mar           Apr           May    June          July          Aug         Sept

Final board 
vote on 25-26 
budget

Finance team (FT) 
projects 25-26 
budget from 24-25

1st Bd budget 
work session: 
set priorities

2024-25

FT works on 
budget tradeoffs 
to shape and trim

2025-26

2nd Bd budget 
work session: 
solidify choices

When does the 
hard work happen 

on budget 
tradeoffs?
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Any effort 
here is too 

late to affect 
budget!

Last day to notify staff of layoffs 
is usually sometime between 
mid march or early April.



Districts have some big decisions to make

FY26 budget workshops

With real consequences for 
• district financial health
• staffing rolls
• school closures and 
• what kinds of services can be delivered for 

students
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Laura Anderson
LMA86@Georgetown.edu

Aashish Dhammani
ad1766@Georgetown.edu

Q & A

mailto:LMA86@Georgetown.edu
mailto:ad1766@Georgetown.edu
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