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ESEA’s original intent was to provide educational assistance to less privileged students. However, ESEA’s 
supplemental funding for students and teachers has often been inadequate in addressing pervasive and 
systematic disparities in fiscal resources. These disparities exist between states, within states, and within 
school districts. In the spirit of the original legislation, this article proposes addressing educational fiscal 
inequities via a new program within ESEA that would reward states for reforming their education finance 
systems to address inequities between and within states, and within districts. The program would effectively 
steer federal resources to encourage thoughtful work to reform and recalibrate state- and district- level fi-
nance mechanisms. It would be designed as a competitive grant program built upon the framework of Race 
to the Top. This article articulates a rationale for the program, especially the need for a renewed federal fo-
cus on opportunity- to- learn, reviews relevant research, outlines program details, and reviews political con-
siderations.
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Behind was the 2001 reauthorization of the El-
ementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), 
and any subsequent reauthorization will be 
made within the context of this legislation.

Despite the positive intentions of many 
members of Congress who supported NCLB’s 
direct school- level, subgroup accountability 
model, observers of the law have written that 
its design includes many dis- equalizing in-
centives. Scholars have decried the pervasive-
ness of standardized testing, the historical 
bias of standardized tests for poor and mi-
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Beginning in the 1990s, the field of school fi-
nance began to reflect the wider world of edu-
cation policy by undergoing a conceptual shift 
from an equity perspective focused on the 
equalization of educational inputs toward an 
adequacy perspective focused on the per-
formance of the educational system overall, 
measured by student performance on system-
atically aligned assessments. Federal policy-
making—best exemplified by the No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB)—also came to reflect this 
outcomes- oriented approach. No Child Left 
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nority students, the subsequent narrowing of 
the curriculum for students as a result of 
NCLB’s focus on reading and mathematics, 
the state level system- gaming undertaken to 
meet NCLB requirements, the potential effect 
on teacher labor markets, and the chilling ef-
fect of accountability sanctions on schools 
and communities (Burroughs, Groce, and 
Webeck 2005; Schoen and Fusarelli 2008; Ber-
liner 2011; Cawelti 2006; Grodsky, Warren, 
and Felts 2008, 385; Reich 2013; Porter, Linn, 
and Trimble 2005; Bushaw and Calderon 
2014). The law has also been criticized for 
overregulation of local schools (Howe and 
Meens 2012); and being an unfunded man-
date (National Conference of State Legisla-
tures 2005; McColl 2005, 604).

Federal education policy should not con-
tinue unchecked in this outcomes- based ap-
proach indefinitely, we argue. Unequal fund-
ing across states, districts, and schools 
harms low- income and minority students 
disproportionately; consider that in 2005, 76 
percent of the nation’s low- income students 
attended public schools in districts with a 
per pupil expenditure below the national av-
erage (Southern Education Foundation 2009, 
17). Continuing unabated, trends of unequal 
school funding in the United States have ob-
vious compounded negative effects on equal-
ity of opportunity for both individual citizens 
and the society as a whole, namely, diminish-
ing economic security, citizens’ living stan-
dards, and democratic participation (South-
ern Education Foundation 2009; Kenworthy 
2014; Mr. Y 2011; Carter and Welner 2013). In 
response, the federal government should use 
ESEA to develop an “equality orientation,” 
which does not necessarily revolve solely 
around inputs to education; it may be just as 
concerned with equal outputs or equal access 
to schooling (Reich 2013, 52). State and local 
governments can foster equality of opportu-
nity by alleviating levels of concentrated pov-
erty in schools, expanding health care and 
education for very young children, and creat-
ing conditions for strengthening the eco-
nomic and housing opportunities in the 
communities in which schools are located. 
Yet after so much focus over the past four-
teen years on the NCLB paradigm, those 

states undeniably require inducements to 
formulate different kinds of policies.

State- level work on the equitable provision 
of educational resources has occurred without 
substantial federal assistance due to a host of 
legal and political factors. The tenth amend-
ment, and the 1973 Supreme Court decision in 
San Antonio ISD v. Rodriguez (411 U.S. 1), have 
hampered federal activism in the realm of 
school financing. We see an opportunity to ad-
dress such lack of action.

By reaching back into the litigious origins 
of the concept of adequacy, this paper develops 
a notion of resource sufficiency closely aligned 
with the concept of opportunity- to- learn stan-
dards advanced by education policymakers in 
the 1990s. It then proposes a competitive grant 
program that could be embedded within ESEA, 
the goal of which is to spur innovation in clos-
ing inter-  and intradistrict resource gaps, while 
also offering states the opportunity to develop 
resource sufficiency to address student aca-
demic achievement gaps (San Antonio ISD v. 
Rodriguez). States would compete based on 
their plans to both reform their finance sys-
tems and design innovative interventions in 
the areas of early childhood education, com-
munity supports, and desegregation. This pro-
posal represents a focus different from the 
often- contentious recent debates over the fed-
eral role in supporting charter schools, teacher 
evaluation plans, and adoption of the Com-
mon Core standards.

As observers of developments in education 
finance and federal education policymaking, 
we note that these two fields, although sharing 
goals, aspirations, and values, have developed 
separate vocabularies to describe the work of 
resource allocation. We seek to bridge these 
two nomenclatures by aligning the concept of 
equal opportunity from the policymaking field 
with the concept of resource equity from the 
education finance literature, and by aligning 
opportunity- to- learn from policy with a spe-
cific notion of adequacy—resource suffi-
ciency—from school finance. Although ESEA 
has provided billions of dollars in supplemen-
tal funding to states and districts, and al-
though Congress and the federal Department 
of Education (ED) have successfully leveraged 
ESEA dollars to drive educational policy in 
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terms of standards, assessment, governance, 
and accountability, we believe this proposal 
provides federal policymakers with the ability 
to begin to address one systematic component 
that it has long been restrained from address-
ing: the inequitable per- pupil funding levels 
between states, within states, and within dis-
tricts.

Others have written about the evolution of 
ESEA from a focus on equality of opportunity 
to one primarily on adequacy via standards- 
based reform, and our aim here is not to review 
that evolution in substantial detail (McDonnell 
2005; McGuinn 2006; DeBray 2006; Wells 2009). 
Our premise is that if state legislatures and 
federal courts are no longer active arenas for 
addressing issues of equal educational oppor-
tunity, Congress should do so for democratic 
reasons (see Belfield and Levin 2013). As noted 
earlier, both national economic security and 
individual living standards, like democratic 
participation and educational attainment, are 
directly affected by funding inequality. Layered 
over these factors, however, is a growing edu-
cational and economic opportunity gap in the 
United States since 1970 (Duncan and Murnane 
2014). Data from the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) indicate that, 
though racial and ethnic achievement gaps are 
narrowing, socioeconomic gaps in achieve-
ment remain. These gaps have far- reaching im-
plications: in school completion, lifetime earn-
ings, and the wide range of resulting societal 
outcomes. Gaps in achievement related to fam-
ily background, therefore, persist into the 
school system, and the system itself does little 
to blunt their impact. Furthermore, returns to 
education in the labor market have risen dra-
matically in the past forty years. “Between 1979 
and 1987,” Greg Duncan and Richard Murnane 
write, “the inflation- adjusted earnings of male 
high school graduates plunged by 16 percent, 
while the earnings of college- educated workers 
rose by nearly 10 percent” (2014, 15). Upward 
intergenerational mobility, to which education 
was the key in the United States for most of the 
twentieth century, has also witnessed a down-
ward trend since the mid- 1990s and a flat long- 
term trend in addition to widening income 
gaps (Duncan and Murnane 2014, 20; Chetty et 
al. 2014).

We do not contend that the federal role in 
education alone can be tasked with alleviating 
these problems. Compensatory education has 
a harder time equalizing outcomes under such 
conditions. As we will see, other scholars have 
called for more comprehensive solutions that 
cut across social service sectors to serve stu-
dents. However, a federal program that seeks 
to create the public finance contexts in which 
a genuine equality of opportunity- to- learn ex-
ists is long overdue in U.S. elementary and sec-
ondary educational policy. This proposal out-
lines a mechanism to achieve what plaintiffs 
sought in Rodriguez and what two generations 
of litigators have pursued in state courts: a 
more equitable resource base for students, jus-
tifying the existing accountability framework 
of federal policy.

In the following section, we review first 
what we believe to be the problems of unequal 
resource distribution among American 
schools, and then the concepts of equity and 
adequacy as they are discussed in the fields of 
educational policy and education finance.

Funding variations among and 
within states and distriCts and 
possiBle remedies
As a state- led function in a federalist system, 
interstate variation in school finance has pre-
sented federal policymakers with a perennial 
problem. Measures of fiscal inequality be-
tween and within states are not new and have 
not dramatically changed in recent years; sub-
stantial variation in per pupil expenditures is 
long- standing (U.S. Department of Education 
2009). As Bruce Baker and Sean Corcoran re-
port in an analysis of regressive and progres-
sive state funding formulas, state rankings in 
terms of progressivity are relatively immune to 
such statistical controls for regional cost and 
wage variations when examining the differ-
ences in mean revenues between districts in 
the lowest and highest poverty quintiles within 
a state (2012). This point has been made 
through school finance litigation—Serrano v. 
Priest (5 Cal.3d 584, 1971) being the earliest and 
most commonly cited example—and has been 
enshrined as the field of school finance’s Prop-
osition One: “The quality of a child’s schooling 
should not be a function of wealth, other than 
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the wealth of the state as a whole” (Guthrie et 
al. 2007, 174).

Interstate Variation
Interstate variation in funding is driven by two 
factors: variation among states in the sound-
ness of school finance systems that raise and 
distribute educational funds, and state politi-
cal will and fiscal capacity to raise money. Our 
proposal seeks to improve the interstate varia-
tion in educational funds by focusing more on 
the former than the latter. To that end, a num-
ber of finance system tools serve to decrease 
both the impact of local wealth and the dispro-
portional underfunding of poor or minority 
communities. Providing states incentives to 
adopt and strengthen these policies will help 
address—but not eliminate—interstate spend-
ing variation. Three tools are pupil weighting, 
power equalization, and full state assumption 
of educational costs.

Pupil Weights
Pupil weights steer dollars to high needs or 
high- risk populations. These weights over-
count students in these populations—an eco-
nomically disadvantaged student may count 
1.4 times a normal student—and funds are al-
located on this adjusted per- pupil basis. Pupil 
weighting systems add a dimension of vertical 
equity into a finance system, primarily by steer-
ing additional funds to districts with concen-
trations of high- needs students. More recently, 
districts have adopted pupil weighting strate-
gies to allocate resources to schools, with no-
table examples being Oakland, Houston, Cin-
cinnati, and Boston.

Power Equalizing, or Guaranteed Tax Base Plans
Many states require a local district’s contribu-
tion from local property taxes to ensure local 
political will and to shift costs to districts. A 
guaranteed tax base (GTB) structure subsidizes 
local property so that one tax unit brings in an 
equal amount of funds across all districts.

Full State Funding
Another strategy for diminishing the impact 
of local wealth variation is for the state to as-
sume higher proportions of overall funding in 
a state. Doing so eliminates variations based 

on property wealth that drive interstate fund-
ing disparities. In a sense, experiments with 
aspects of full state funding are occurring  
in some of the forty- two states with charter 
school legislation on the books, since charter 
schools often receive only the state amount of 
funding per pupil or reduced contributions 
from sending LEAs. As of this writing, the Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics esti-
mates the number of charter school students 
to be approximately 2.3 million, or approxi-
mately 4.6 percent of the public school popula-
tion. The charter sector, in other words, cur-
rently lacks the scale for its school funding and 
attendance to affect statewide funding systems 
substantially.

Some have argued that state assumption of 
the fiscal burdens of public education breaks 
Tiebout relationships between local commu-
nities and their schools—stating that local 
communities are more supportive of taxation 
that supports local schools. We acknowledge 
that how much a jurisdiction chooses to spend 
on lowering property taxes versus purchasing 
educational services (a substitution effect) is a 
question of political will. Stated another way: 
taxpayers may express preferences for tax sav-
ings over enhanced (and price- discounted) ed-
ucational quality in funding systems that are 
more centralized and rely less on local effort 
for school funding. Our sole purpose here is to 
focus on policy mechanisms that have the po-
tential to reduce within- state inequities. This 
is a separate problem from the inequity intro-
duced into finance systems by intrastate varia-
tions in property wealth (Tiebout 1956; Fischel 
1989), and can be addressed by variations to 
the models themselves, up to and including 
leaving some districts off- model to enhance eq-
uity (Reschovsky 1994; Rothstein 1992).

Another approach would be for the federal 
government to provide direct federal equaliza-
tion money to states. However, providing ad-
ditional funds into antiquated, inefficient 
school finance systems is akin to throwing 
good money after bad; we think that instead 
federal actors should first ensure the quality of 
school finance systems before dramatically in-
vesting in them, and envision a competitive 
grant program as one way to incentivize these 
state- level improvements.
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Intrastate Variation
This approach of using state- level funding for-
mulas to leverage national equality in student 
access to resources correlates highly with a 
state’s capacity to improve equity within its 
borders and across district boundaries. Mul-
tiple state- level studies have examined the in-
equity of intrastate (or interdistrict) resources 
allocation by examining levels of funding as 
well as the inequality of resource allocation 
based on measure such as race and poverty (for 
examples examining North Carolina and Ten-
nessee, see Rolle, Houck, and McColl 2008; 
Rolle and Liu 2007). In addition, multiple pa-
pers have examined the results of changes in 
state funding formulas as a result of school fi-
nance litigation, generally finding that changes 
in funding formulas can reduce overall inter-
district levels of inequity and sufficiency (Baker 
and Welner 2011; Sims 2011; Springer, Liu, and 
Guthrie 2009; Murray, Evans, and Schwab 
1998). Multiple studies confirm the efficacy of 
successful litigation during this period in both 
increasing spending and reducing inequality 
within states (Murray et al. 1998; Jackson et al. 
2014). Kirabo Jackson, Rucker Johnson, and 
Claudia Persico find a correlation between in-
creased per- pupil expenditures for all twelve 
years of elementary and secondary education 
for children from poor families and higher 
earnings and reduction in the annual inci-
dence of adult poverty (2014). Finally, national 
studies of interdistrict equity include those 
from the National Center for Education Statis-
tics, Education Week, the Education Trust, and 
the Education Law Center (ELC). The ELC pub-
lishes an annual report card analyzing funding 
fairness across districts within states. Al-
though it is beyond the scope of this article to 
examine each model in detail, we feel that the 
preponderance of such analyses indicate that 
work in this area is available for adoption in 
assessing state- level equity from a federal per-
spective. States can be assessed on the level of 
fairness in their funding system along a num-
ber of dimensions. Adopting such measures at 
the federal level would provide states with a set 
of resource allocation goals and allow cross- 
state comparisons. Although states have differ-
ent school finance systems, they would be able 
to compete with each other in providing equal-

ized educational opportunities for students 
from different racial, ethnic, and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds.

Intradistrict Variation
Recent research in school finance has demon-
strated that equitably allocating resources to 
school districts does not necessarily ensure eq-
uitable distribution of resources to schools 
within those districts. The subfield of intradis-
trict school finance has seen increased atten-
tion with the development of more sophisti-
cated data collection systems and a focus on 
disaggregated student performance (on intra-
district finance, see Berne and Stiefel 1994; 
Burke 1999; Condron and Roscigno 2003; 
Hertert 1995; Iatarola and Stiefel 2003; Owens 
and Maiden 1999; Roza 2005; Rubenstein 1998; 
Stiefel, Rubenstein, and Berne 1998; Houck 
2010). Studies indicate that the interaction of 
district transfer policies results in migration 
across schools within districts, the result of 
which is that schools with higher concentra-
tions of high- needs students end up with ag-
gregately less credentialed, less experienced 
teachers (Roza and Hill 2004). This, paired with 
the ubiquity of the single salary schedule, re-
sults in real- dollar gaps across schools, with 
high- needs schools being the most disadvan-
taged (Freeman, Scafidi, and Sjoquist 2005; 
Lankford, Loeb, and Wyckoff 2002; Ingersoll 
2001; Houck 2010; Baker 2012). Current debate 
over intradistrict equity has focused on the 
comparability provisions in Title I, including 
an ED policy brief that estimated a shift to a 
dollar- based comparability requirement in-
stead of the current credential- based require-
ment would result in an additional 18 to 28 per-
cent of districts falling out of compliance, a 
per pupil expenditure increase estimated at 2 
to 15 percent for Title I schools, and a dispro-
portionate (that is, vertically equitable) benefit 
deriving to the lowest spending schools (Stul-
lich 2011). Members of Congress have advanced 
proposals to change Title I comparability re-
quirements, but these efforts have so far been 
resisted by a range of interest groups. Changes 
in addition to comparability may also help. 
University of California law professor Goodwin 
Liu recommends increasing the appropriation 
for the concentration grants in Title I, because 
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they “provid[e] the most equitable distribution 
of Title I aid across states” with their 15 percent 
poverty- eligibility threshold for districts, as 
well as strengthening maintenance of effort re-
quirements and use of district salary averages 
in calculating comparability requirements. He 
also calls for Congress to “build research- 
based cost factors into Title I formulas” be-
cause costs vary between states and districts, 
noting that Congress could commission new 
studies to accomplish this (Liu 2008, 973).

Although ED and the federal government 
have not proposed direct remedies to the prob-
lems of finance inequity along these three di-
mensions, two recent federal policy proposals 
have sought to address resource equity in other 
ways. First, the Obama administration’s 2015 
budget proposal contained a draft of a new 
Race to the Top (RTT) priority focused on eq-
uity and opportunity. Envisioned as a compet-
itive grant, the budget “recognized the harmful 
impacts of economic segregation in schools, 
and encourages grantees to identify and carry 
out strategies that help ‘break up and mitigate’ 
the effects of concentrated poverty” (National 
Coalition on School Diversity 2014, 2). Al-
though Congress appropriated no funds to 
support this new priority, the proposal indi-
cates some measure of influence of the Na-
tional Coalition on School Diversity and other 
civil rights advocates in continuing to press for 
a federal investment in equity.

Second, in October of 2014, ED’s Office for 
Civil Rights (OCR) issued guidance to school 
districts regarding what it termed resource com-
parability. This guidance “highlights and ex-
plains what Federal law requires regarding the 
provision of educational resources, how OCR 
investigates resource disparities, and what 
States, school districts, and schools can do to 
meet their constitutional obligations to all 
their students” (U.S. Department of Education 
Office for Civil Rights 2014, paragraph 2). No-
tably, OCR re- circulated a letter from Clinton 
Secretary of Education Richard Riley about re-
source disparities by race and ethnicity as con-
stituting potential violations of Title VI of the 
Civil Rights Act, and called on states to exam-
ine whether their provision of educational re-
sources was equitable (Riley 2001).

Clearly, therefore, efforts have been made 

within the research community and at the fed-
eral policymaking level to document and ad-
dress resource disparities along a conceptual 
continuum beginning with notions of equity 
and ending with notions of adequacy. The fol-
lowing section traces the development as well 
as our conceptual understanding of key terms, 
specifically those of adequacy and equality of 
opportunity.

adequaCy and  
opportunit y- to -  le arn
Adequacy does not rest on the principle of 
equal treatment, and school finance adequacy 
cases reflect the goal of providing a minimum 
basic education (Reich 2013), such as the Ken-
tucky Supreme Court’s 1989 Rose v. Council for 
Basic Education ruling (90 S.W.2d 186, 60 Ed. 
Law Rep. 1289). The adequacy orientation in 
finance and policy also emphasized school out-
puts. Equality of opportunity, by contrast, per-
tains to states’ “attempt[s] to improve or equal-
ize life chances and opportunities, or to 
provide an opportunity for each person to 
flourish” (Reich 2013, 44). “Equality is neces-
sarily comparative or relational; sufficiency is 
not” (48). Both the 1965 ESEA and the wave of 
school finance litigation from 1973 through 
1989 embodied the equality principle (Reich 
2013; Reed 2001). Although the two concepts 
are easily distinguished, the philosophical ar-
guments for state or federal action to promote 
either approach are quite complex.

We posit that in the absence of court- 
mandated actions, the federal government has 
a future role for providing states with incen-
tives to ameliorate school funding disparities. 
The range of fiscal factors that make up 
opportunity- to- learn is wide. NCLB’s exclusive 
focus on adequacy, as measured by test score 
outcomes, as equity has narrowed the federal 
role, and future versions of the law need a 
counterbalance toward other kinds of sup-
ports.

opportunit y- to -  le arn and 
adequaCy From a sChool FinanCe 
perspeCtive
In the literature in school finance, the idea of 
opportunity- to- learn has developed under the 
umbrella of the value of adequacy. The notion 
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of adequacy, though contested in the school 
finance literature, has been made quite clear 
in successive rounds of school finance litiga-
tion, through which courts have developed def-
initions and specific resources necessary for 
state finance mechanisms to provide students 
with adequate educational opportunities.

Some saw the development of adequacy 
standards and methods after 1989 as a new 
subfield in education finance, others as more 
an extension of the more venerable concept of 
equity, referring to work around adequacy as 
“equity II” (Ladd, Chalk, and Hansen 1999; 
Guthrie et al. 2007). This definition shifts the 
focus of the adequacy agenda toward safer 
ground: ensuring the fair distribution of exist-
ing funds (Clune 1994).

In school finance, the term adequacy is sub-
ject to multiple interpretations. William Clune 
was the first to formalize it as representing a 
legal and policy conceptual shift away from eq-
uity. Bruce Baker describes it, relative to school 
finance, as having both an absolute and a rela-
tive dimension, where the absolute is con-
cerned with the overall total spending needed 
for an educational system to meet stated edu-
cational outcomes goals, and the relative indi-
cating the expenditure differentials necessary 
to support different types of students in sup-
porting those goals (2005).

Eric Houck and Moonyoung Eom expanded 
on this framework by conceptualizing equity 
and adequacy dimensions along the spectrum 
of educational productivity by tracing the con-
cept of adequacy through input, throughput, 
and output phases of production, correspond-
ing to the concepts of sufficiency of funds, pur-
chased inputs, and performance (2012).

Federal action on finance and fiscal equal-
ization was circumvented via Rodriguez (Ryan 
2010; Robinson 2015; Reich 2013; Reed 2001). 
Combined with the scant change in school fi-
nance distribution structures and systems 
since the development of tax base equalization 
schemes in the 1930s (Springer, Houck, and 
Guthrie 2007), school finance reform advocates 
have gravitated away from state houses and 
into courthouses to adjudicate and seek re-
dress (Hanushek and Lindseth 2009). That is, 
although additional funds have flowed into 
schools, the basic mechanisms by which those 

funds are raised and distributed have perpetu-
ated structural inequality.

Recent adequacy- based policy proposals, 
such as weighted student funding (WSF) mod-
els, have gained limited traction at the LEA 
level but not engendered any innovation or 
development at the state level (Ladd 2008). 
State- level student weights are still more po-
litically than scientifically derived and are not 
pushed through districts to schools: that is, a 
state weight to the advantage of economically 
disadvantaged students that determines how 
much funding a district receives is not neces-
sarily passed through the district to the school. 
From a structural perspective, therefore, 
school finance mechanisms are weak, and 
there is little incentive to do anything more 
than marginally affect the amount of dollars 
flowing into the system.

opportunit y- to -  le arn and 
adequaCy From a poliCy 
perspeCtive
The concept of opportunity- to- learn grew from 
the recommendations of the National Council 
on Education Standards and Testing’s (NCEST) 
1992 report, which held that a new national sys-
tem of standards and assessments ought to be 
accompanied by assurances that students had 
had preparation to learn the material, some-
times called delivery standards. Marshall 
Smith of Stanford University, chair of the 
NCEST standards task force, advocated for 
these service delivery standards, but was 
strongly opposed by Governor Carroll Camp-
bell (R- SC), who “objected to focusing on in-
puts rather than outcomes and feared that this 
would stifle teacher creativity.” The compro-
mise Campbell proposed was that “states 
would develop indicators to assess the quality 
of the education they offered but would be free 
to select the data they reported” (Vinovskis 
2008, 53).

A year later, Smith and Jennifer O’Day pub-
lished an article outlining a vision for 
“standards- based, systemic reform” as a strat-
egy to support educational equity: “It is not 
legitimate to hold students accountable unless 
they have been given the opportunity to learn 
the material on the examination. Similarly, 
teachers or schools cannot be legitimately held 

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d at i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s



 F e d e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  P o l i c y m a K i n G  15 5

accountable for how well their students do un-
less they have the preparation and resources 
to provide the students the opportunity to 
learn” (1993, 272). In addition, the National 
Governors Association in 1993, recognizing 
that the issue might surface in upcoming leg-
islative debates, convened a special task force 
on how opportunity- to- learn standards might 
be defined. Numerous scholars wrote papers 
as background, considering the question 
“What role should outcomes, processes, and 
inputs play in monitoring education perfor-
mance?” (Traiman 1993, 22). As far as Congress 
was concerned after 1995, the ultimate answer 
would be that outcomes should play the chief 
role.

As many have elsewhere elaborated, one ver-
sion of a national certifying body for state- level 
opportunity- to- learn standards was autho-
rized as part of the 1994 Goals 2000: Educate 
America Act (Jennings 1998). This quasi- 
governmental entity, the National Education 
Standards and Improvement Council (NESIC), 
was to be staffed by presidential appointees 
holding rotating terms of service, and would 
certify both state- level content and perfor-
mance standards, as well as opportunity- to- 
learn standards. NESIC was repealed by the 
new Republican- majority Congress in 1995. 
The National Governors Association, in regis-
tering its own opposition to NESIC, wrote that 
it “comes dangerously close to derailing our 
hard- won emphasis on student achievement” 
(Schwartz and Robinson 2000, 194).

Over the past decade or so, many observers 
of the federal role in K–12 education have writ-
ten in various ways about the need to match 
NCLB’s focus on outcomes with provisions for 
opportunity- to- learn, whether explicitly 
termed thus or not. In their 2008 book Moving 
Every Child Ahead, Michael Rebell and Jessica 
Wolff outline a detailed proposal for reautho-
rizing ESEA, which they characterize as having 
been highly inadequate at achieving its stated 
vision of equality of opportunity, to give greater 
emphasis to “opportunity” provisions over 
proficiency provisions (7). They first recom-
mend including in ESEA a statutory provision 
that states must ensure a “meaningful educa-
tional opportunity” in several “designated es-
sential categories” of opportunity, which in-

cluded both in- school and out- of- school factors 
(79). Among these essential categories were “ef-
fective teachers, principals and other person-
nel,” “adequate school facilities,” and “instru-
mentalities of learning, including, but not 
limited to, up- to- date textbooks, libraries, lab-
oratories, and computers” among other essen-
tial resources (157). Rebell and Wolff also pro-
pose that the “practices and conditions” 
needed to create what they termed “meaning-
ful educational opportunity” be devised on a 
state- by- state, and perhaps even local, basis 
(78). We similarly endorse the premise that the 
federal government can and should provide as-
surances of capacity and support to states, if 
the states undertake the reform of their state 
finance systems.

Also concerned with opportunity- to- learn is 
legal scholar Kimberly Robinson, who in ad-
dressing the failures of NCLB to close the 
achievement gap has developed a conception 
of “disruptive federalism” (2015). Robinson ad-
vocates for a federal role that would incentivize 
development of a national common floor of 
educational opportunity that states must pro-
vide; provide necessary research, technical, 
and financial assistance to accomplish this 
goal; monitor state progress to achieve this 
goal through a collaborative enforcement 
model (984– 85); and notably, “distribut[e] fi-
nancial assistance with the goal of closing the 
opportunity and achievement gaps” (985). The 
collaborative enforcement model Robinson en-
visions would consist of states voluntarily 
adopting compacts for provision of opportunity- 
to- learn standards at the state level. The fed-
eral government, in turn, would offer technical 
assistance and a base of research and develop-
ment, and monitoring of state progress (990–
91). She writes that through this collaborative 
model, which would require new legislative 
measures and would also include enforcement 
via sanctions of states when necessary, “the 
federal government would reestablish itself as 
the final guarantor of equal access to an excel-
lent education” (1002).

Former Undersecretary of Education Mar-
shall Smith, in a 2011 essay, posited that a com-
petitive grant program situated within Title I 
could help address state- level intra-  and inter-
district funding inequalities. The competition 
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as he envisioned it would address “state in-
equality in resources by stimulating the use of 
state finance formulae that take into account 
the special needs of low- income and other stu-
dents.” Extra federal resources, competitively 
awarded to states that would agree to change 
their funding formula to be more sensitive to 
students with disabilities and English- 
language learners, for instance, “could make a 
very important contribution to equal opportu-
nity in many states” (Smith 2011, 241). Al-
though his proposal was not elaborate, Smith’s 
envisioned linkage between Title I and a com-
petitive state- level grant competition is the 
only one of which we are aware.

Other authors have called for federal incen-
tives to be developed for states to alter dis-
tricts’ or schools’ levels of poverty concentra-
tion (Suarez 2014; Kahlenberg 2012), to promote 
interdistrict transfer plans (Holme and Finni-
gan 2013), to more closely coordinate housing 
and education policy, and to expand the Prom-
ise Neighborhoods program to enhance 
community- based services in high- poverty ar-
eas (DeBray and Frankenberg 2011; Smrekar 
and Goldring 2011; DeBray and Blankenship 
2013). An initiative of the Economic Policy In-
stitute called the Broader Bolder Approach to 
Education, positioning its comprehensive 
social- services approach as the decided oppo-
site of No Child Left Behind’s narrow focus on 
test- driven accountability, calls for improved 
federal policies to support early childhood, 
health and nutrition, after- school, as well as 
school reform (2013). Prudence Carter and 
Kevin Welner’s Closing the Opportunity Gap is 
a comprehensive examination of the multiple 
factors contributing to deficits in opportunity- 
to- learn, particularly from the standpoint of 
racial, socioeconomic, linguistic, and geo-
graphic barriers. Some of the solutions they 
propose are improving fair housing enforce-
ment, racial desegregation of schools, and 
meeting students’ need for adequate health 
care (Carter and Welner 2013).

In a section of its 2013 report, the Commis-
sion on Equity and Excellence calls for “bold 
action by the states—and the federal govern-
ment—to redesign and reform the funding of 
our nation’s public schools” (U.S. Department 

of Education 2013, 17). The report delineates 
general recommendations for both states and 
the federal government in this area. The com-
mission calls on the federal government to 
“provide incentives for states to explore and 
pursue ways to reduce the number of schools 
with concentrated poverty, because schools 
without concentrated poverty are less expen-
sive to run than schools with concentrated pov-
erty” (19); as well as to

direct states, with appropriate incentives, to 
adopt and implement school finance systems 
that will (1) provide a meaningful educational 
opportunity for all students, along with ap-
propriate budgetary and other frameworks to 
ensure the effective and efficient use of all 
funds to enable all students to achieve state 
content and performance standards as out-
lined above, and (2) demonstrate progress to-
ward implementing such a school finance 
system. (19)

Further, the report recommends that the 
federal government “reassess its enforcement 
regime with respect to issues of school finance 
equity,” noting that “enforcement mechanisms 
derived from other areas of federal civil rights 
law” were a viable policy tool (U.S. Department 
of Education 2014, 20). Thus, the commission 
recommends that the federal government play 
a stronger role in leveraging—if not enforc-
ing—state- level finance equity, but did not lay 
out any specifics for how this ought to be ac-
complished programmatically (26).

Other scholars have also called for changes 
to ESEA funding, especially in terms of target-
ing. Linda Darling- Hammond in her book The 
Flat World and Education sharply criticizes 
school finance policies in the United States, 
whereby state aid offsets some of the core in-
equalities produced by the local property- tax 
based system, and then federal categorical 
grants are layered on, “often with extensive 
strings attached” (2010, 311). She calls on Con-
gress to “equalize allocations of ESEA re-
sources across states,” “enforce comparability 
provisions for ensuring equally qualified teach-
ers to schools,” and “require states to report 
on opportunity indicators along with reports 
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of academic progress for each school” (309). 
Her recommendations about funding echo 
many of those of the Equity and Excellence 
Commission.

To summarize, since the 1990s, many justi-
fications of support have been advanced for 
the principle of federal and national efforts to 
foster the many components of “opportunity 
to learn.” Many of these reports call for federal 
action in alleviating fiscal inequity among and 
within states; others call for specific changes 
in how the current ESEA drives funding to dis-
tricts. With a few exceptions, however, these 
have generally not laid out how legislative or 
statutory changes might advance them through 
the ESEA. Our proposal is a first step in this 
direction.

goals and design
We envision a competitive grant program, 
modeled after the recent Race to the Top grant 
competition, to bring reform to the three levels 
of school finance inequity outlined.1 This pro-
gram could be a pilot to be subsequently de-
veloped into a permanent part of the legisla-
tion. We conceptualize it as a competitive grant 
to provide states with the incentives to under-
take the difficult work of school finance reform 
in exchange for priority consideration in a 
grant competition designed to provide sub-
stantial federal funds for work in developing 
integrated and successful schools in support-
ive communities across the P–12 spectrum. 
This approach privileges finance equity as a 
value in exchange for providing students with 
greater opportunities to learn. Our supposition 
is that states will be willing to do the former 
in exchange for funding and flexibility to im-
plement the latter.

Structure
Although Race to the Top has been criticized 
along many dimensions, few have argued that 
it has not resulted in states adopting meaning-
ful, systemic changes to policies ranging from 
adoption of the Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) to addressing charter schools caps and 
streamlining data systems policies. An impor-

tant criticism—and one our proposal also 
faces—is that states with a greater capacity for 
reform are advantaged in zero- sum competi-
tions of this nature. Much like RTT, our pro-
posal seeks to yoke this competition to federal-
ist impulses by seeking states willing to address 
issues of finance equity in the search for scal-
able solutions.

State Finance Reform
We recommend beginning with roughly one 
quarter of the states eligible for awards. Al-
though the competition will be open to all 
states, states will be able to increase their 
standing by committing to a series of reforms 
to their school finance systems. These commit-
ments will serve as priorities in the competi-
tion. In this way, the federal government can 
leverage ESEA dollars to support state- level 
(state- initiated) finance reforms. Although the 
nature of the reforms will be left up to states, 
the competition would outline specific target 
goals for each of the three dimensions of fi-
nance inequity.

Measures and Indicators
Operationalizing notions of equity and ade-
quacy will be a critical first step in developing 
this program. The field of school finance has 
developed such measures. This section reviews 
these measures, briefly discusses their appli-
cability, and offers examples of indicators that 
states and the federal government could use 
to assess outcomes in the opportunity- to- learn 
component of the program.

Horizontal Equity
The concept of horizontal equity in school fi-
nance is concerned with the equal treatment 
of equal units. The coefficient of variation is 
one such measure borrowed from the field of 
economics; the McLoone index is another 
measure of horizontal equity specific to the 
field of school finance and indicates the degree 
to which variation exists within the bottom 
half of a distribution. Indexing state levels of 
horizontal equity and asking for annualized 
stair- step improvements toward established 

1. The major difference being that our proposal lives within ESEA, unlike RTT.
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thresholds would be one way of ensuring state 
focus.

Vertical Equity
Vertical equity is expressed as the different 
treatment of differently situated units. In this 
case, positive vertical equity in state- level fi-
nance systems would steer additional funds 
toward higher- needs classes of students—such 
as economically disadvantaged students. The 
degree of vertical equity is measured via a re-
gression coefficient that shows an association 
with resources such as dollars or teacher qual-
ities. The federal government could index ver-
tical equity on one dimension or class, or add 
multiple measures, including racial and ethnic 
subgroups, such as those identified under 
NCLB. Similarly, the department could look 
solely at dollars allocated per pupil as a depen-
dent variable or instead include multiple re-
source variables. Whatever the decision, index-
ing vertical equity relationships and requesting 
maintenance or improvement of these mea-
sures is well within ED capacity.

Adequacy
The notion of sufficiency can be operational-
ized across dollars, throughputs such as 
teacher and instructional practices, or out-
comes. Measures such as adequate yearly prog-
ress (AYP) indicators already purport to mea-
sure levels of performance adequacy. Another 
adequacy- based measure is cost functions—
econometric models that indicate the amounts 
of funding that should be necessary for differ-
ent classes of students to meet established per-
formance standards. These measures will yield 
insight into how close a state system is to cov-
ering these adequate costs. Additional meth-
ods exist—the use of professional judgment 
panels, costing out studies, and others.

Desegregation
The federal government would have multiple 
measures from which to choose when examin-
ing levels of desegregation in states over time. 
The dissimilarity index has been a bellwether 
measure in sociological and policy studies for 
years, but other measures may be more appro-
priate (Reardon and Firebaugh 2002; Gorard 
and Taylor 2002).

Housing Density and Distribution
Measures of housing policy outcomes could 
include the same measures of spatial segrega-
tion used to examine segregation in schools or 
measures of the types of contexts present in 
neighborhoods (Goldring et al. 2006).

Early Childhood Education
Measures of state provision of early childhood 
education can be measured with counts of en-
rolled children as a percentage of the overall 
age cohort population, credentials and experi-
ence of early childhood teachers, and similar 
distributive measures of administrative data.

Although the nature of the targets would be 
subject to political debate, we propose the fol-
lowing examples:

• To address interstate finance equity, states 
could focus on increasing the proportion 
of educational revenues from state sources, 
thereby bringing more funding into the 
equity- producing mechanisms of state fi-
nance systems and reducing inequalities in 
funding based on differential property 
wealth across districts. ED would support 
these efforts by indexing state levels of re-
source provision accounting for regional 
cost differentials. ED could provide sup-
port by further subsidizing existing power- 
equalizing plans or working to support 
states in creating power equalizing compo-
nents within their state finance structures. 
(For example, the state of Georgia subsi-
dizes districts at the 75th percentile of dis-
trict wealth up to 14 mills of taxation on 
property. Georgia could increase the equity 
of its finance system by requesting federal 
equalization funds to equalize at a higher 
percentile of local wealth, and to provide 
assistance beyond the 14th mill of taxa-
tion). To address intrastate finance ineq-
uity, states could focus on significant pro-
portional reductions of key equity statistics 
for key resource variables; a stair- step re-
duction toward a federal goal in the coeffi-
cient of variation across measures would be 
an ambitious target. Similarly, increases  
in vertical equity as measured by key re-
gression coefficients would be a place for 
federal assistance. To address intradistrict 
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finance inequity states would develop poli-
cies that redefined comparability for Title 
I schools within a framework of waivers 
from ED. Comparability could move to a 
metric of teacher salaries per pupil in Title 
I versus non–Title I schools, or some mea-
sure of teacher qualification or perfor-
mance.

• Because education finance analysis builds 
evidence of inequity through the analysis of 
multiple variables of interest using multiple 
statistics (Berne and Stiefel 1994), decisions 
about which measures and which statistics 
to assess may therefore best be left to the 
states. Conversely, allowing states this dis-
cretion might also create a bewildering ar-
ray of analyses for federal administrators. 
For the sake of simplicity, we recommend 
straightforward measures such as total per 
pupil expenditures or the pupil- teacher ra-
tio. In terms of statistics, variation as mea-
sured by the coefficient of variation is a tra-
ditional approach, as is the comparison of 
regression coefficients on variables indicat-
ing student types. For example, a stair- step 
reduction toward an established goal over 
three years of negative coefficients indicat-
ing inequitable relationships between race 
and class variables and resource variables 
might be an approach. We anticipate that 
ED would be able to convene school finance 
researchers and economists to determine 
what kind of modeling would be acceptable 
within proposals. Undertaking this work 
should also build capacity within ED to sup-
port states in school finance reform efforts, 
which we describe in the next section.

Priority will be given to states that under-
take this package of policies. Funds through 
this program will be awarded in two main ar-
eas. The primary one is to support state transi-
tion to these new funding structures by provid-
ing funds for hold- harmless or grandfathering 
provisions.

State- Initiated Interventions Supporting 
Opportunity- to- Learn
The mechanisms described so far seek to re-
duce the inequitable distribution of critical in-

put variables, but do not consider resource suf-
ficiency. A secondary goal would therefore be 
to provide funding for states to better develop 
and innovate within an opportunity- to- learn 
structure. Specifically, competitive priority 
points will be awarded to states that address 
developing and supporting an opportunity- to- 
learn infrastructure. The general areas of focus 
would be: early childhood education; student 
assignment and desegregation; and housing 
and community support policy.

Each of these policy areas has shown prom-
ise of reducing resource, opportunity, and out-
come gaps across student groups. Early child-
hood education interventions have been linked 
to a host of positive school preparedness and 
life outcomes, but rather than being included 
in a meaningful way in most federal education 
policy conversations, they have been almost 
exclusively relegated to debates over Head 
Start’s often- disputed effectiveness. (President 
Obama’s expansion of early childhood grants 
into a final round of Race to the Top is an im-
portant exception.) Defining early childhood 
as a focus area builds on established research 
indicating that schools are less well equipped 
to narrow achievement gaps than they are at 
maintaining achievement trajectories, estab-
lishes a mechanism that draws ED and the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS) into closer relationship, and provides 
openings for school to create opportunities for 
remediation and acceleration for high needs 
students before they enter the formal K–12 
pipeline (Heckman 2011; Heckman and Mas-
terov 2007; Weiland and Yoshikawa 2013). Ex-
panding access to preschool and providing in-
centives to improve its quality, in other words, 
should not be the exclusive domain of Head 
Start and HHS. Incentives for states to experi-
ment with new structures and emphases 
should be jointly devised between HHS and 
ED.

Multiple studies have indicated that reseg-
regation of schools has consequences for stu-
dents in terms of peer effects, teacher qualities, 
and qualifications that lead to achievement 
gaps and unequal and inequitable resource 
distribution (Lee 2007; Linn and Welner 2007; 
Schofield 1995). Defining school segregation as 
a focus area allows states and districts to work 
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on ways to create student populations bal-
anced in terms of race, class, and ethnicity, 
which some indicate may influence teachers’ 
decisions to work in any given school (Scafidi, 
Sjoquist, and Stinebrickner 2007; Houck 2011). 
There is precedent for a federal role in provid-
ing this kind of technical assistance to local 
school districts, first to desegregating schools 
in the 1970s through the Emergency Schools 
Assistance Act (Orfield 2011), through the Eq-
uity Assistance centers, and more recently, 
through the Technical Assistance for Student 
Assignment Plans grant program (McDermott, 
DeBray, and Frankenberg 2012). Districts could 
focus on integration by either socioeconomic 
status or race, as constitutionally permissible, 
to create schools within relatively balanced 
student populations, thus disrupting the influ-
ence of internal teacher labor market dynam-
ics and providing opportunities for higher- 
needs students to become more acculturated 
to the middle- class norms of schools (Franken-
berg 2011; Kahlenberg 2003).

Finally, and more ambitiously, this proposal 
would reach beyond the schoolhouse walls to 
address an issue raised by many in the Broader 
Bolder Approach coalition: how community- 
level preconditions affect attendance zones 
with high concentrated poverty. Department 
of Education support for housing and commu-
nity development would address the legacy of 
residential segregation left unaddressed by 
courts that establishes the preconditions of 
school segregation. David Kirp identified the 
Promise Neighborhoods initiative that in-
vested $10 million in 2010 as an example of a 
federally supported incentive program that 
may strengthen the community schools move-
ment (2011, 139). The program is designed to 
get communities to identify district- specific 
problems and develop research supported so-
lutions that incorporate multiple community 
agencies, including education, health, law, and 
social services. Promise Neighborhoods’ prin-

ciples could serve as a basis for the technical 
support to communities within awardee states 
(Goldring et al. 2006).

State applications should specify the par-
ticular interventions (desegregation, commu-
nity interventions, improving or expanding 
early childhood education) they seek to de-
velop, in which districts, and should submit 
relevant documentation of support from dis-
trict leadership. States, in cooperation with 
participating districts, should submit quantifi-
able goals to be achieved over five years (that 
is, number of additional children to be served, 
reduction in school- level student poverty rates, 
or expansion of health services at community 
schools), with accompanying budgets. Federal 
officials would then negotiate awards with 
states.2

The legislation should specify that applica-
tions need to be reviewed by policy analysts 
with high levels of technical expertise and a 
substantive background in school finance—
and that those who would administer the pro-
gram should have the same qualifications. 
 Because the pilot program includes an experi-
mental component, the legislation should also 
mandate a strong and independent evaluation 
of all awardee states’ activities, during the 
funding cycle and beyond.

In sum, the principal reason for inducing 
changes in these state and district contexts is 
to ensure the presence of nonfinancial inputs 
(opportunities) that have been shown to pro-
duce better student outcomes. The competitive 
program could be undertaken in concert with 
other recommended changes in Title I target-
ing (like altering comparability), as well as 
other changes to NCLB’s present accountabil-
ity system; at the same time, however, its 
equity- based principles are a counterbalance 
to NCLB. We next examine the overall political 
climate in Congress and how it might affect 
both the reauthorization and support for an 
equity agenda.

2. One of the criticisms of competitive programs in education, such as Race to the Top, notes that states with 
greater capacity to undertake reform were advantaged in the competitive process. An analogue in our plan would 
be that states with progressive school finance structures would have greater capacity—and greater political 
will—to undertake the reforms, and thus also the unintended consequence of increasing interstate inequities. 
One way to avoid this potential difficulty would be to include existing measures of fiscal inequity as part of the 
application package, thereby ensuring that need for reform, as well as capacity, is emphasized.
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politiCal Conte x t and  
institutional Consider ations
Although the structure we focus on here is a 
competitive grant program within ESEA, our 
conversations with observers of the politics of 
federal education policy lead us to understand 
why a role for the federal government in sup-
porting state finance reform could be politi-
cally feasible in the next reauthorization. Even 
though the overall composition of Congress is 
more conservative than at any point in the 
law’s history, the Senate floor debate in 2015 
showed that the two parties can agree on 
greater flexibility for states in holding schools 
accountable (Rich and Lewin 2015, paragraph 
18). We argue that this renewed attention to 
more equitable state finance systems and 
granting states broader discretion in interven-
tions in low- performing schools are comple-
mentary reforms.

One long- standing political condition that 
might indicate the potential for such support 
to grow is the fairly broad bipartisan dissatis-
faction with the perceived overregulation of 
states with respect to school accountability. 
The Every Child Achieves Act, approved by the 
full Senate in July 2015, maintains the annual 
federal testing schedule and the requirement 
for disaggregation of data, but permits states 
to decide how tests and data are used (Camera 
2015b). On the Senate floor, Senator Richard 
Burr (R- NC) offered an amendment to change 
the state Title I funding formula so that 80 per-
cent of aid would be based on poverty rates 
and 20 percent on population (thereby disad-
vantaging relatively wealthier states). It was ap-
proved by a vote of 59- 39 (Camera 2015a; White 
2015), an indicator of potential support for 
other federal policy measures to improve tar-
geting of funds.

A second and related point is that, as we 
have reviewed here, during the NCLB era, calls 
for greater equity have been widespread and 
vocal from both the practitioner and academic 
communities. If the reauthorization hearings 
are not structured to offer some of those con-
stituents and experts a voice, or at least more 
of a voice than they had when NCLB was 
passed, then members of Congress are likely 
to pay some political price. Governors, state 
chiefs, the Council of Great City Schools, and 

the Committee on Education Funding con-
tinue to be powerful actors on Capitol Hill, and 
all of these groups ought to be in support of 
greater finance equalization within states.

Current policy controversies may also carry 
some future seeds for such a political bargain. 
The halting progress toward national adoption 
of Common Core State Standards across the 
states may provide a common metric for state 
performance comparison. By removing the 
ability of states to game the NCLB accountabil-
ity system via a patchwork of state assessments 
and cut scores, one result of the CCSS may be 
to encourage states to push for greater finance 
equity through the provision of baseline stu-
dent performance comparison data.

Monitoring of State- Level Finance Statistics,  
Oversight by OCR
Currently, the technical expertise within the 
Department of Education about state finance 
systems is located within the National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES). NCES would 
play a vital role in designing reporting require-
ments for states. Also, we note throughout this 
article that an important federal function to 
accompany this grant program would be pos-
sible cost and feasibility studies for state fi-
nance. The Office of Planning and Evaluation 
could take the lead, given that it commissions 
comparable projects, such as a study currently 
under way that is examining practices of states 
that are considered leaders in collecting 
school- level expenditure data (U.S. Department 
of Education 2014). Staff from both OCR and 
the Office of Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion would also have important roles, particu-
larly in providing capacity and technical sup-
port to awardee states. To help oversee the 
technical support on the early childhood edu-
cation priority in particular, ED should estab-
lish a cross- cutting team with HHS. Staff 
knowledgeable about Title I from the perspec-
tive of community involvement should also be 
involved. OCR’s newly released guidance on re-
source comparability constitutes a serious 
policy statement that equity is being defined 
as a civil rights issue under Title VI. In sum, 
multiple technical dimensions to how to best 
assist states are possible, from commissioning 
studies to providing models for better data col-
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lection, to continuing to send clear messages 
with respect to civil rights. This will not be a 
straightforward process, and the Department  
of Education will need to consult with many 
outside experts and constituents.

Political Sustainability
Any substantial paradigm shift in federal edu-
cation policy requires the cooperation of nu-
merous actors across many levels of govern-
ment, as well as the support of a broad and 
diverse array of constituents—what historian 
Carl Kaestle has termed “the polity” (2007).

A revived federal role in educational finance 
is only as viable as the governors and state leg-
islators who ultimately must advocate for and 
oversee the political changes needed to sustain 
longer- term changes in state finance systems. 
The competitive grant funds are designed to 
provide political cover for governors to ask leg-
islators to make changes they might otherwise 
not. To sustain longer- term change, the federal 
government could make changes to state fi-
nance systems an explicit condition of aid to 
K–12 education. Jack Jennings advances the ar-
gument that the categorical structure of fed-
eral education programs has not been effective 
because of the inequitable state funding struc-
tures in which they have been administered; 
and that categorical aid (with the exception of 
special education funds under the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act) ought to be 
gradually converted to general aid in exchange 
for assurances from states in the areas of fi-
nance equity, as well as pupil and teacher fac-
tors related to learning (Jennings 2015; Mar-
shall Smith, personal communication with 
authors, October 9, 2014).

ConClusion
School finance equity is the third rail that has 
too long gone unaddressed in the politics of 
U.S. education. Federal court actions have 
failed to move state- level finance equity for-
ward, and the work of state courts has not been 
uniform. However, as we argue here, the mo-
ment is right to consider how federal resources 
and authority, through legislation, can de-
mand more from states in terms of equity and 
the resources that matter most to learning. The 
long- standing partisan logjam on ESEA will be 

broken when a bargain is struck between de-
mands for flexibility and easing of regulations 
for states on the one hand, and support for 
some targeted opportunity- to- learn measures 
like early childhood education on the other. 
Here we have proposed a first step to what 
could eventually become part of a comprehen-
sive rethinking of ESEA: a variety of incentives 
that could reduce interstate funding inequal-
ity, as well as interdistrict inequities within 
states, and a deliberately designed federal role 
in the areas of technical support and capacity- 
building for states seeking to address aspects 
of opportunity- to- learn. We also emphasize 
that there is no single approach to an effective 
federal role in supporting state- level finance 
equity in the coming decades. As we began to 
explore here, increasing the overall federal 
share of education funding to states, encour-
aging states to change their funding formulae, 
and requiring districts to change the way they 
allocate federal compensatory dollars are not 
mutually exclusive. We believe that, if care-
fully planned and accompanied by the requi-
site capacity and expertise, a number of strat-
egies to bolster an equality orientation to 
federal education policy are plausible; and we 
look forward to witnessing that conversation 
advance.
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