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If Gov. Otter has his way — and there is little reason to think he won’t — overall education 

spending will increase for the sixth consecutive fiscal year. 

After growing by an average of more than six percent a year for the past five years, Otter seeks a 

more than seven percent increase for education over the current fiscal year 2017 budget, which is 

nearly $2.1 billion. 

According to state Department of Education figures, since the 2012-2013 school year, current 

expenditures for each full-term average daily student attendance has remained constant in the 

$7,500 to $7,600 a year range. 

(For a deep dive into school spending, visit the Idaho Department of Education’s Public School 

Finance page and go to Reports.) 

The state now spends roughly $500 million a year more on education than it was in fiscal year 

2012. Interestingly, what you won’t hear from teachers unions and other supporters of unlimited 

education spending is whether Idaho taxpayers are getting better student performance for that 

nearly half-billion dollars. 

Four years ago, Gov. Otter assembled a K-12 task force, which recommended a good many 

things. However, a determination as to whether spending more on education meant smarter, 

better prepared students was not among the recommendations. 

“There is no evidence of a correlation between spending and student performance,” said Fred 

Birnbaum, vice president of the Idaho Freedom Foundation. “You see a huge disparity in the 

amounts districts spend per student with no correlation to better results.” 

Idaho isn’t alone. The late Andrew Coulson, in a groundbreaking 2014 study for the Cato 

Institute, found that since 1970, across the country, school spending has tripled in inflation-

adjusted dollars. During that same period, the performance of students on grade and high school 

performance exams has remained flat. 

“Consistent with those patterns, there has been essentially no correlation between what states 

have spent on education and their measured academic outcomes,” Coulson concluded. “In 
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virtually every other field, productivity has risen over this period thanks to the adoption of 

countless technological advances — advances that, in many cases, would seem ideally suited to 

facilitating learning. And yet, surrounded by this torrent of progress, education has remained 

anchored to the riverbed, watching the rest of the world rush past it.” 

Eric Hanushek asserts, political posturing, from the Idaho Legislature to the teacher in the 

classroom, is the big reason the effectiveness of spending is seldom tackled. Said posturing 

assumes that increased education spending is a moral absolute. 

Hanushek, a senior fellow at Stanford University’s Hoover Institution and one of the nation’s 

foremost public education analysts, brought his message of accountability to a Jan. 10 legislative 

and education conference in Boise. 

It came as a surprise to many in the audience when he praised Idaho for its annual per student 

spending, which has been at or near the bottom nationally for many years. Hanushek was critical, 

however, of Idaho’s gains in academic achievement, which lagged behind the national average. 

The reason is no mystery. “I’m trying to suggest we know a lot about this problem but don’t 

have the political will to do anything about it,” Hanushek told Idaho Reporter Tuesday. 

Neighboring Wyoming, he noted, is a perfect example. After years of legislative impotence, a 

school district in 1995 sued to force the state to define what it meant to provide an adequate 

public education to Wyoming children. That state’s Supreme Court ruled the constitutional terms 

“thorough and efficient” and “complete and uniform” education meant the Legislature was 

required to provide an education that was “visionary” and “unsurpassed.” 

Hanushek pointed out, Wyoming has since increased its spending at three times the rate of Idaho, 

to more than $15,000 annually per student — with little difference in academic performance to 

show for it. 

Near the end of his presentation in Boise, Hanushek highlighted ways to establish a correlation 

between school spending and results. All of them were “Improve teacher quality.” However 

laudable, he said, merit pay for good teachers will not help unless mediocre teachers can be 

weeded out of districts. 

Hanushek admitted, though necessary, changing how teachers are compensated will be brutal. 

“Politically, it is very difficult to change who should be rewarded,” Hanushek said. “Unions are 

much more concerned about the adults in a school than they are the kids.” 
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