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K-12 Spending and
Achievement in Kansas:
2008 Edition
By John LaPlante

Executive Summary
This report is the latest review of Kansas’ K-12 public schools enrollment, spending and achievement trends. It uses information from the Kansas State Department of Education, the U.S. Department of Education, and the U.S. Census Bureau.
Since 1993, a statistical benchmark used in earlier policy papers on this topic, changes in student
enrollment have been modest. 1 In the 2007-08 school year, Kansas government-run public schools
had a full-time equivalent (FTE) enrollment that was just 2.2 percent higher than in 1993. But spending has increased substantially, whether measured by growth in total spending (108 percent) or perpupil spending (104 percent). For the 2007-08 school year, Kansas government-run public schools
spent $5.4 billion or over $12,000 per pupil.
There are four key measurements of student performance: mathematics in fourth and eighth grade,
and reading in fourth and eighth grade. Of those four key performance measurements, Kansas
schools do best on fourth-grade mathematics. But, nearly half of all Kansas students do not meet
the standard of proficiency set by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).
Reading, in particular, has been a problem subject. In the 1997-98 school year, when per-pupil
spending was $6,828, two out of three students were not proficient. Ten years later, per-pupil spending was $12,188 and two out of three students were still not proficient.
By law, local school districts are the default provider of education to elementary and secondary
students. By contrast, there is no default provider for pre-school and higher education, giving families more options. It is time to give families more options in K-12 education by promoting truly independent charter schools and letting the funds follow the child to any school: private, public or
public charter.

Starting in 1993, the state started providing the majority of school funding in Kansas. Prior to that, local funds were the
largest source.
1
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Introduction
School spending is never far from the legislative agenda
or from the interests of Kansas families and taxpayers.
This paper offers a review of the history of spending on
K-12 schools in Kansas. In light of calls for increased
funding at both the state and local level, is important to
examine the history of spending and its relationship to
achievement.

School Year

FTE Students

1993-94

437,210.10

1994-95

440,684.20

1995-96

442,456.90

1996-97

445,767.30

Enrollment Trends

1997-98

448,609.00

The first thing we need to consider in any discussion of
school finance is the number of students. For financial
reporting purposes, a common measure of student enrollment is the FTE, or full-time equivalent, number of
students.

1998-99

448,925.70

1999-00

448,610.30

2000-01

446,969.90

2001-02

445,376.60

2002-03

444,541.40

2003-04

443,301.80

2004-05

441,867.60

2005-06

442,555.70

2006-07

444,878.70

2007-08

446,874.00

Since 1993, the number of public school students in Kansas has increased and decreased from time to time,
changing by an average of roughly one-third of one percent each year. Between the 1993-94 and the 2007-08
school year, enrollment in Kansas schools increased a
total of 2.2 percent, ending at 446,874. 2 In other words,
student demands on the public schools, as measured in
enrollment numbers, have not changed much.

The most comprehensive picture of spending on schools can be found in the report called “Total
Expenditures by District,” which is published by the Kansas State Department of Education
(KSDE).3 It tracks spending in over 30 fund categories, ranging from the obvious and large (general
funds) to the relatively small and obscure (tuition reimbursement). KSDE staff prepare the report

Aggregate amounts of local, federal, and state spending have been rounded to the nearest half-billion; per-pupil figures
to the nearest dollar.
2

The Total Expenditures by District reports are available through Department of Education’s web site at HYPERLINK
"http://www.ksde.org/Default.aspx?tabid=1870"http://www.ksde.org/Default.aspx?tabid=1870. The footnote of these
reports explains which funds are included in the “Total Expenditures” column, and by extension, the funds included in
this discussion. “Total expenditures include the following funds (less transfers): General, Supplemental General, Adult
Education, Adult Supplemental Education, Bilingual Education, Capital Outlay, Driver Draining, Extraordinary School
Program, Food Service, Professional Development, Parent Education Program, Summer School, Special Education, Vocational Education, Area Vocational School, Special Liability Expense, School Retirement, Extraordinary Growth Facilities,
Special Reserves, KPERS Special Retirement Contribution (beginning 2004-05 and thereafter), Contingency Reserve, Textbook and Student Material Revolving, Tuition Reimbursement, Bond and Interest #1, Bond and Interest #2, No-Fund
Warrant, Special Assessment, Temporary Note, Cooperative Special Education, unbudgeted federal funds, and Gifts and
grants, which were collected beginning with 2002-03. Local revenue is computed by determining the total expenditures
minus state and federal aid.”
3

Flint Hills Center for Public Policy
w w w. f l i n t h i l l s . o r g

316.634.0218

Page 2

using information they receive from school districts, vetting the numbers so that money transferred
among various funds (usually to or from the general fund) are not double-counted.

Funding from Various
Sources has Increased

School Year

Federal Aid ($)

State Aid ($)

Local Aid ($)

1993-94

137,260,114

1,468,606,823

1,011,858,024

1994-95

140,485,296

1,558,335,916

1,012,554,570

1995-96

150,316,623

1,604,933,171

1,061,918,793

1996-97

181,533,320

1,618,449,030

1,121,816,183

1997-98

189,120,462

1,815,684,144

1,058,428,663

1998-99

202,565,725

2,035,194,082

1,004,736,639

1999-00

220,780,350

2,110,484,390

1,071,144,132

Federal Funding

2000-01

261,038,153

2,152,622,486

1,172,918,480

Traditionally, state and local governments have taken the lead in
setting education policy. But in
recent decades, national politicians
of both major political parties have
put a federal stamp on education.

2001-02

310,104,678

2,200,529,799

1,269,928,113

2002-03

340,728,648

2,277,804,680

1,335,185,546

2003-04

376,908,121

2,124,578,761

1,592,564,728

2004-05

398,667,040

2,362,223,172

1,528,524,331

2005-06

382,782,642

2,657,971,383

1,648,540,541

2006-07

385,393,086

2,888,960,769

1,867,723,060

In contrast with the nearly flat-line
trend of student enrollment,
school spending has risen sharply.
The changes are more or less dramatic depending on which pot of
money one examines.

2007-08
377,006,174
3,131,495,347
1,937,863,161
Consistent with the trend towards
more federal involvement in education, total federal aid to Kansas schools has gone up. For the latest year available, schools spent
nearly three times as many federal dollars as they did in the early 1990s. Federal spending
increased from $137.3 million in 1993-1994 to a peak of $398.7 million for the 2004-05 school year.
Federal spending in Kansas schools was 175 percent higher in 2008 than it was in 1993. Today, it
represents seven percent of all school spending in the state.

State and Local Funding
The largest portion of education funding, however, continues to come through state and local governments. Though spending from these sources has not increased as dramatically (in percentages)
as spending from federal dollars, they still fund the bulk of school spending. In 1993, school spending from state aid was $1.5 billion; in 2008 it was up to $3.1 billion, an increase of 113 percent. State
money now represents 57 percent of total school funding. Local aid was up as well, growing by 92
percent. In 1993, local aid to schools was $1 billion, but that amount increased to $1.9 billion by
2007. Today it is 36 percent of all school spending.
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Education Spending 1993-2008
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School Year
Federal Aid ($)

State Aid ($)

Local Aid ($)

Total Spending up 109 percent, per-pupil spending up 104 percent

As a result of increases at the local, state, and federal level, total support for schools increased 109
percent between 1993 and 2008. While the total education spending was $2.6 billion in 1993, it was
$5.4 billion in 2008. The spending habits of schools contrast remarkably with enrollment trends.
While enrollment has fluctuated ever so slightly, spending has gone in one direction-up.
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Total Spending vs. Total Enrollment 1993-2008
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The combination of meager growth in student enrollment and significant growth in total aid to
schools means that per-pupil spending has dramatically increased. In 1993, per-pupil spending by
Kansas public schools was $5,987. As of the 2007-08 year, the total had more than doubled, to
$12,188 per pupil. By contrast, median household income in the state increased from $29,770 in 1993
to $48,497 in 2007, an increase of only 63 percent.4 Kansas schools, in other words, have enjoyed 65
percent more income growth than the typical Kansas household.

School Spending 1993-2008
School Yr.

Students

State Aid ($)

Local aid ($)

Fed. Aid ($)

Per-pupil ($)

1993-94

437,210.10

1,468,606,823

1,011,858,024

137,260,114

5,987

1993-95

440,684.20

1,558,335,916

1,012,554,570

140,485,296

6,153

1995-96

442,456.90

1,604,933,171

1,061,918,793

150,316,623

6,367

1996-97

445,767.30

1,618,449,030

1,121,816,183

181,533,320

6,555

1997-98

448,609.00

1,815,684,144

1,058,428,663

189,120,462

6,828

1998-99

448,925.70

2,035,194,082

1,004,736,639

202,565,725

7,223

1999-00

448,610.30

2,110,484,390

1,071,444,132

220,780,350

7,585

2000-01

446,969.90

2,152,622,486

1,172,918,480

261,038,153

8,024

2001-02

445,376.60

2,200,529,799

1,269,928,113

310,104,678

8,488

2002-03

444,541.40

2,277,804,680

1,335,185,546

340,728,648

8,894

2003-04

443,301.80

2,124,578,761

1,592,564,728

376,908,121

9,235

2004-05

441,867.60

2,362,223,172

1,528,524,331

398,667,040

9,707

2005-06

442,555.70

2,657,971,383

1,648,540,541

382,782,642

10,596

2006-07

444,878.70

2,888,960,769

1,867,723,060

385,393,086

11,558

2007-08

446,974.00

3,131,495,347

1,937,863,161

377,006,174

12,188

Total Change

104%

“Historical Income Tables—Households,” U.S. Census Bureau, Table H‑8,
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/histinc/h08.html.
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Another way to look at the money available to schools
is to see what happens to spending during the time
that a single graduating class spends in high school.
Since 1993-94, per-pupil school spending has gone up
at least ten percent for each four-year period. Not only
has per-pupil spending gone up over time, but the rate
of increase has itself kept going up.

What about Performance?
Spending on and by public schools has gone up
substantially. Have schools made effective use of the
substantial funding increases they have enjoyed?

Four Year Cycle

Growth in Per-pupil
spending

1993/94 - 1996/97

10%

1994/95 - 1997/98

11%

1995/96 - 1998/99

13%

1996/97 - 1999/00

16%

1997/98 - 2000/01

18%

1998/99 - 2001/02

18%

1999/00 - 2002/03
17%
There are several ways of looking at student performance. One is the percentage of students who graduate
2000/01 - 2003/04
15%
on time. According to the Kansas Building Report
2001/02 - 2004/05
14%
Card, the state boasted a graduation rate of 90 percent
5
for the 2007-08 school year. That sounds laudable, but
2002/03 - 2005/06
19%
is that number accurate? Last year, Education Week,
20003/04 - 2006/07
25%
the industry standard of news reporting about education, published a report that called into question the
2004/05 - 2007/08
26%
validity of many published graduation rates. It found
that during the 2003-04 school year (the latest year for
which it had applicable data for all the states), the graduation rate in Kansas was 74 percent—far
less than the 88 percent reported by the state for that year. Further, graduation rates for some specific groups of students were even lower: 55 percent for blacks, 46 percent for Hispanics, and 46
percent for American Indians.6

Despite the positive signs in
recent tests, half of all fourthgrade students are still not
proficient, and a large majority
of eighth graders fail the
proficiency test.

Regardless of which graduation rate you use, it is a crude
measurement, because it says nothing about what students
actually learn. A better measurement of performance is the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), a
test given in all states, supervised by the National Center
for Education Statistics within the U.S. Department of Education. Kansas has participated in the NAEP reading test
since 1998 and in the mathematics test since 2000, letting us
view the performance of Kansas schools through thirdparty assessments.

Kansas State Department of Education, “Report Card 2007-2008,” available online at HYPERLINK
"http://online.ksde.org/rcard/state_grad.aspx?org_no=D%25"http://online.ksde.org/rcard/state_grad.aspx?org_no=D
%.
5

Christopher B. Swanson, “Cities in Crisis,” Education Week, April 1, 2008, available at HYPERLINK
"http://www.edweek.org"www.edweek.org. See also “New District Graduation Map Tool,” also available at edweek.org.
Flint Hills Center for Public Policy
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Mathematics Scores
The best news came on the fourth-grade mathematics scores. Scale scores, which summarize overall
student achievement on a scale of 0 to 500, have increased during the years Kansas has participated
in the NAEP.7 So has the percentage of students who scored as “Proficient,” or at grade level.8 In
2000, only 28 percent of fourth-grade students were proficient. By 2007, 51 percent of fourth-graders
were proficient. That’s an accomplishment worth celebrating. Those gains don’t seem to carry forward to middle school, however; the percentage of “Proficient” or “Advanced” students is lower in
the eighth grade than in the fourth grade. In other words, the longer a student stays in school, the
less likely he or she is to maintain proficiency. Despite the positive signs in recent tests, half of all
fourth-grade students are still not proficient, and a large majority of eighth graders fail the proficiency test.

E I G H T H - G R A D E M AT H E M AT I C S

E I G H T H - G R A D E M AT H E M AT I C S

2000

2003

2005

2007

2000

2003

2005

2007

Scale score

232

242

246

248

Scale score

283

284

284

290

Below basic

24%

15%

12%

11%

Below basic

24%

24%

23%

19%

Basic +

75%

86%

88%

89%

Basic +

76%

76%

77%

82%

Proficient +

28%

42%

47%

51%

Proficient +

34%

34%

34%

41%

Advanced +

2%

6%

8%

9%

Advanced +

5%

6%

5%

9%

Not Proficient

71%

59%

53%

49%

Not Proficient

66%

66%

66%

59%

For more on the terms used in the NAEP, see U.S. Department of Education, “The NAEP Glossary,” available online at
http://nationsreportcard.gov/glossary.asp.
7

The Department of Education defines “Proficient” as an achievement level “representing solid academic performance for
each grade assessed. Students reaching this level have demonstrated competency over challenging subject matter, including subject-matter knowledge, application of such knowledge to real-world situations, and analytical skills appropriate to
the subject matter.” The “Basic” level means “partial mastery,” while “advanced” means “superior performance.” See the
NAEP Glossary, http://nationsreportcard.gov/glossary.asp
Flint Hills Center for Public Policy
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Reading Scores
Even in our video-saturated age, reading is a fundamental skill for acquiring information, making
logical connections, and understanding our world. Yet the performance of Kansas on the NAEP
reading tests remains unacceptably low. For both fourth-grade and eighth-grade, roughly two of
every three students are not proficient, limiting their opportunities for both academic and professional success. Furthermore, the progress seen in mathematics has not been replicated in reading.
The percentage of students testing at proficient has remained roughly the same for both grade levels. It is also noteworthy that, as was the case in mathematics, recent proficiency levels in eightgrade are lower than they are for fourth-grade.

F O U RT H - G R A D E R E A D I N G

EIGHTH-GRADE READING

1998

2002

2003

2005

2007

1998

2002

2003

2005

2007

Scale score

221

222

220

220

225

Scale score

268

269

266

267

267

Below basic

30%

32%

34%

34%

28%

Below basic

19%

19%

23%

22%

19%

Basic +

70%

68%

66%

66%

72%

Basic +

81%

81%

77%

78%

80%

Proficient +

34%

34%

32%

32%

36%

Proficient +

36%

38%

35%

35%

35%

Advanced +

7%

7%

7%

8%

8%

Advanced +

2%

3%

3%

3%

2%

Not Proficient

66%

66%

68%

68%

64%

Not Proficient

64%

62%

65%

65%

65%
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State Assessments
Some people might take comfort in the more cheery results of the state assessments, which regularly report that 70 to 85 percent of students are proficient (that is, “meets standards”). Yet there’s
reason to believe that these results are inflated, a problem that is not unique to Kansas. The Thomas
B. Fordham Institute, the Northwest Evaluation Association, and the U.S. Department of Education
have all said that states raise their official performance results by creating easy tests or only requiring low scores to qualify as having met standards. A student in Kansas could meet state standards
and yet fail to be proficient on the NAEP. In a separate evaluation of state expectations, Paul E. Peterson and Frederick M. Hess, of Harvard University and the American Enterprise Institute, respectively, gave Kansas a “C-“ for its proficiency standards in reading and a “C” for its standards in
mathematics.9

The Legislature should liberate
public schools from some of the red
tape they now face, so they can
reward teachers who find ways of
improving student performance and
empower administrators to dismiss
teachers who are ineffective.

Dramatic Spending Growth Fails to
Produce Results
Kansas has been following the same theory for a long
time: pumping more money into the same approach is
the way to achieve excellence. Over the last ten years
corresponding to the state’s participation in NAEP,
Kansans have increased per-pupil spending by 79 percent, but the results have been dismal: modest improvements in mathematics, little improvement in
reading ability and the majority of students still failing
to perform at proficient levels. That is a failing grade
by any measurement.

Continuing to follow the more-money = greater-proficiency theory would only validate Einstein’s
definition of insanity: doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result.
Kansans should demand change. The Legislature should liberate public schools from some of the
red tape they now face, so they can reward teachers who find ways of improving student performance and empower administrators to dismiss teachers who are ineffective. The National Council on
Teacher Quality recently released a study on this and other recommendations for improvement. 10
Charter schools, which are already public schools, should be freed to be truly independent alternatives for students who would thrive in a different environment. One way of doing that is to create a
competent, focused and independent organization for approving charter schools and holding them
accountable, apart from school districts. Finally, private schools should be tapped, through tax credits or other measures, as another means of educating the next generation of Kansans. Too much is
at stake to continue business as usual.

For a summary of the problems of conflicting standards of evaluation, see John R. LaPlante, “Does Kansas Grade Itself
on the Curve?”, August 12, 2008, Flint Hills Center for Public Policy.
9

National Council for Teachers Quality, “2008 State Teacher Policy Yearbook,” available at HYPERLINK
"http://www.nctq.org/stpy08/"http://www.nctq.org/stpy08/.
Flint Hills Center for Public Policy
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Appendix
The Comparative Performance & Fiscal System allows the user to select information from over 30
different funds. Each of the funds has a code associated with it.

General (06)
Federal (07)
Supplemental General (08)
Adult Education (10)
At-risk, 4-year old (11)
Adult Supplemental education (12)
At-risk, K-12 (13)
Bilingual Education (14)
Capital Outlay (16)
Driver Training (18)
Extraordinary School Program (22)
Food Service (24)
Professional Development (26)
Parent Education Program (28)
Summer School (29)
Special Education (30)
Vocational Education (34)
Gifts and grants (35)
Area Vocational School (36)
Special Liability Expense (42)
School Retirement (42)
Extraordinary Growth Facilities (45)
Special Reserve (47)
KPERS Special Retirement Contribution (51)
Contingency Reserve (53)
Textbook and Student Material Revolving (54-55)
Tuition Reimbursement (_)
Bond and Interest #1 (62)
Bond and Interest #2 (63)
No-Fund Warrant (66)
Special Assessment (67)
Temporary Note (_)
Cooperative Special education (_)
Unbudgeted federal funds (_)
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