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Student-Level Finance Data:
Wave of the Future?

LAWREMNCE ©Q. PICUS

Iy peincipal focus of schonl finance in the past has

been on eliminaton of fiscal disparities amnong
school districs. Whethet the goal was o eliminate dil.
ferences in per-pupil spending vr W establish grearer
tawpayer gquity, maost school fingnee rescarch has
fomused om wavs w myeasnre ity amd o0 nedunens
far differsaoes m the fiscal vapaony ol scanol distics.
Although there is sl much o be done on s frong
school limanee 1oy owst also address a number of
new issues: wiether spending levels are adequate 1o
nieel e needs of our children, bow educational
resources ace aliocated and used: aad how funding tev
&5 are linked to soudent outcores. 1o this amdcle 1sug-
gest that to fully understand each of these {ssues, schonl
fimance tesearchers will need to collea resenree allaca-
tiom data at the student lewel.

In Terem veary, comsiclevelile auennion has ween
devoned 160 the collection ol schoal-leval fiscal daia,
Thesse elTens svemn inotivaled L besthy the prowing trend
witwand meee scovel-site decision making and the grovw-
ing demand fer accountability for student performance.
In the srares with the most experience in schoal-level
data collection, one constant has been that sathenng
these data is expensive and diffiouit. Often once col-
lected, the data renain relatively unused Maoreower, ta
the extert that understanding how wesonrees are linked
1o student oatcomes i the teanon for collecting these
data, 1t seems probable that school-level variables sl
suffer (rom the same lack of specAaty that has piagvd
the wse of distct level expendimire vasiables n
research om this topir,

‘Ihis article begins with 4 summary of the Witeranne
on resouns allocation e schouls—apevifically, on the

reasona that we might want ra collect stadent-level
dawe. Foliewing the review of the lwerature, 1 idendily
fowr myajor research focuses of school finance and sng-
gest how studene leve] data collection might impuosa
our understanding of each Fores | oo hule lyy sup-
westing howe snch data mmighn e colbes vl e thie et

Review af the Litgrature

Dhpile the laige sums of money spent anouaily for
K=12 wducation, we know remarkab ¥ litde abous how
thase Tuncs ane wsed al the individual stodent and
s Dol - lewien. S laool finance studies have wadidonally fo
ruséd oo scbool distiics as the bewel of analysis. and
nmwst stawes on’y celleat information from constitnent
school diswics ac the district lewel, The forus of most
state finance repoiting systems iz on fiscal accour tabilsty:
noc vaderstznding how or why resonrce dednons are
raade, These sistems generaily foos on akject-leve re-
Janing, As 3 result, we bnow 2 greal deal abonn how
much oy arhaoeis .tiiw.ntl I salaries beawdits, coneals,
and =i fomhy, bt welanively de about expendiluees by
fneiium {rg., instecodon, adodnistaton, pupll services,
mainlenanc: and operations, transpomation). wnd even
sex dhostt how mueh is spent fy individuad programs.

Forexanprke, many districes cennol vl us hovr much
i spent por pupil Loy elementary versus secondary
insbraclon, inuch less answer questions such as, What
we per pupil costs for madhematics instmiction at the
high school? or. Howr much is spent on individoal stu
dents at the elemaentary level? Yet. until we can idenufy
these costs. it seems unlikely that we will be able to
ascercain how the use of educationa’ Tesources ix linked
to student achieveraent.

Fawiney £ Plas o an aeenctade prfesser il ohe Rogser Somond of Faucanan dnd
dnstor of ike Cower for Raseeck in Fdtatiom Finverot ol the
University of Somhars Caviforsda,
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