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Education Spending Trends 2016-17 
 

All-Time High Spending 
 
Education spending in Pennsylvania continues to skyrocket. Yet calls continue for “more 

money” or “adequate funding.” 

• Overall education spending in Pennsylvania topped $30 billion for the first-time last 
year, totaling $30.5 billion. A 19 percent increase in the last five years.  

• At $11.3 billion, state aid to school districts is at record levels, a 23 percent increase since 
2012. 

• Average revenue per student is approaching $18,000, far above the national average and 
up 20 percent over the last 5 years.  

• Even Pennsylvania’s lower-income districts spend more than the national average. 
o For example, 100 percent of the students at William Penn school district qualify 

for the free lunch program, yet average per-student funding is nearly $3,000 
more than the national average (most recent data 2014-15). 

• Nationally, Pa. ranks 9th in average per student funding.  

• Academic outcomes do not track with ever-increasing budgets. For instance, SAT scores 
have remained largely unchanged since 1970. 

 

 

https://infogram.com/education-funding-vs-eitc-1h7z2l1gr1zy4ow
https://infogram.com/app/#/edit/112ba744-8bbb-4b56-8372-c9e09aa6286d
http://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/School%20Finances/Finances/AFR%20Data%20Summary/Pages/AFR-Data-Summary-Level.aspx#.VZvrX2XD-Uk
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/pa-schools-spend-far-above-national-average
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/2720-school-lunch--students-eligible-for-free-or-reduced-price-lunch?loc=40&loct=10#detailed/10/5475-5524,5526-5981,5984,5986,5988,5993-5996,5999,6001-6003,6005,6007-6009,6013-6016,6018,6022-6026,6029,6033,6041,6044-6047,6049-6052,6056-6058,6060,6062-6067,6069-6074,6076-6078,6083,6085,6087-6091,6093,6095-6096,6100-6104,6106-6109,6111-611
http://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/School%20Finances/Finances/AFR%20Data%20Summary/Pages/AFR-Data-Summary-Level.aspx#.VZvrX2XD-Uk
http://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/School%20Finances/Finances/AFR%20Data%20Summary/Pages/AFR-Data-Summary-Level.aspx#.VZvrX2XD-Uk
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/pa-schools-spend-far-above-national-average
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/2015-sat-scores
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Taxpayers Deserve Transparency and Accountability 
 
School districts are supposed to be accountable to the taxpayers. Citizens should have easy 
access to information about large spending projects and reserve allocations. 
 

• School district reserve fund balances are at an all-time high of $4.5 billion, up 143 
percent since 2005. 

• School districts now hold enough cash to cut each Pennsylvania student a $2,860 check. 

• Auditor General Eugene DePasquale says reserve funds greater than 20 percent of 
district spending should be questioned. 

o Of Pennsylvania's 500 school districts, 226 held reserves of 20 percent of 
spending or higher in 2016-17.   

o 13 districts with reserves above 20 percent have asked for permission to raise 
property taxes above the state-mandated cap in at least 8 of the last 10 years. 

• These figures include general fund balances only, as data for separate capital reserve 
funds are not available. 
 

 
 
Hold Harmless Harms 
 

The state’s hold harmless provision guarantees no reduction to a school’s funding regardless of 
declining enrollment. It applies to the majority of basic education funding. In contrast, the new 
fair funding formula applies to only 7 percent of basic education funding. 
 

• This system exacerbates education spending inequality across the state. 

• Shrinking schools get far more funding and growing schools less. 

 

http://www.philly.com/philly/columnists/john_baer/pa-school-districts-sit-on-billions-reserve-funds-john-baer-20180530.html
http://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/School%20Finances/Finances/AFR%20Data%20Summary/Pages/AFR-Data-Detailed-.aspx#.VZwC6mXD-Uk
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/upward-trend-in-school-district-reserve-funds-continues
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/upward-trend-in-school-district-reserve-funds-continues
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/harmed-by-hold-harmless
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/time-to-let-fair-funding-work
http://www.delcotimes.com/article/DC/20180513/NEWS/180519883


 COMMONWEALTH FOUNDATION | 225 State Street, Suite 302 | Harrisburg, PA 17101 

717.671.1901 | Info@CommonwealthFoundation.org | CommonwealthFoundation.org 

Solution: Let Education Funding Follow the Child 
 
By educating students for a fraction of the school district’s costs, education choice programs can 
save taxpayer dollars and help resolve district funding disparities, while shifting the focus from 
funding buildings to funding students. 

 
• Education Savings Accounts: ESAs are state funded accounts that empower parents 

to customize their child’s education. As families utilize choice options, per-student 
funding in their home district can rise.  

o For example, Harrisburg spends nearly $19,000 per-student. If a student takes 
an ESA grant of $6,000, the district keeps the remaining $13,000. 

• Education Improvement Tax Credit (EITC): EITC scholarships funded by tax 
credits offer school choice to thousands of Pa. kids. The EITC alone has saved taxpayers 
$1 billion, according to an EdChoice audit.  

o Yet thousands of Pa. kids are turned away each year from tax credit scholarships. 
• Opportunity Scholarship Tax Credit: OSTC scholarships, funded by tax credits, are 

limited to students in a low-achieving school. These schools rank in the bottom 15 
percent based on Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) scores. 

• Charter Schools: Charter schools are independently run public schools free from 
many mandates and regulations. Philadelphia district schools spend a colossal $24,597 
per student. Philly charter schools serve students with roughly half that amount at 
$13,588 per student. 

 
Numerous studies show education choice improves academic outcomes, improves public 
schools, reduces racial segregation, and improves civic values. Expanding EITC and OSTC and 
creating Education Savings Accounts is the best way create a thorough and efficient education 
system for everyone. 
 

To find information on your school district, view our education spending infographic. 

https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/education-choice-saves-tax-dollars
https://infogram.com/dollar500-million-cut-myth-1h7g6kzlkxxj6oy
https://infogram.com/dollar500-million-cut-myth-1h7g6kzlkxxj6oy
https://www.edchoice.org/research/tax-credit-scholarship-audit/
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/policyblog/detail/scholarship-tax-credits
http://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/School%20Finances/Finances/AFR%20Data%20Summary/Pages/AFR-Data-Summary-Level.aspx#.VZvrX2XD-Uk
http://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/School%20Finances/Finances/AFR%20Data%20Summary/Pages/AFR-Data-Summary-Level.aspx#.VZvrX2XD-Uk
http://www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/2016-5-Win-Win-Solution-WEB.pdf
https://www.commonwealthfoundation.org/issues/detail/education-savings-accounts
https://infogram.com/2018-pennsylvania-education-spending-1h7z2lxm99dl2ow

