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Schools (Manhattan Institute, September 2026) 

Reviewed by:

Bruce D. Baker
University of Miami

November 2026

Summary

A Manhattan Institute report asserts that New York spends more per pupil than 
any other state but gets only “mediocre” results in return, and that the root of the 
problem is a governance system that neither measures what works nor follows the 
evidence. The report’s own foundational evidence, however, fails to adjust for infla-
tion, the rising cost of the school workforce, regional variation in labor costs, and 
changes in student needs. In fact, while the report’s figures imply that per-pupil 
spending grew 124% during the almost two-decade period from 2004-05 to 2023-24, 
when priced in the cost of school staff compensation, New York’s per-pupil spending 
grew by only 34% over the period in question. The report also ignores a large body 
of rigorous research showing that money does matter for student outcomes and for 
the state’s constitutional obligation, and that most of New York’s children attend 
schools spending well below what it would cost to achieve even current average out-
comes. Some of the report’s recommendations, like universal early screening and 
better reporting on special education services, are reasonable. But its headline rec-
ommendations—lifting the charter cap, opting into federal tax-credit scholarships 
and restructuring the Board of Regents—rest on advocacy sources, not evidence. And 
its proposed “educational return on investment” metric repeats a methodological 
error addressed in prior NEPC reviews: Simple ratios of outcomes to spending are 
the wrong tool for comparing institutions serving very different student populations. 
Overall, the report provides little or no useful guidance for New York policymakers.
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I. Introduction

New York State is once again at a crossroads in school finance policy. Nearly two de-
cades after adopting the Foundation Aid formula, and only three years after finally 
funding it in full, state policymakers are debating whether and how to recalibrate 
a formula whose core elements have never been empirically updated.1 Any report 
asserting that New York already spends too much for what it gets bears directly on 
that debate. Sound policy must be grounded in evidence on what it actually costs 
to provide New York’s children a sound basic education, not in rhetoric about how 
much the state spends.

Authored by Jennifer Weber, Ray Domanico and Carolyn D. Gorman, the Manhattan 
Institute’s report The Mediocre State of New York State Schools2 contends that New 
York’s high spending has failed to produce better outcomes because the state “does 
not measure what works or use evidence to guide decisions,” and because its gover-
nance system “makes no one truly responsible for results.”3 The report covers a lot 
of ground—early childhood, screening and intervention, special education, school-
based mental health, teacher preparation, school choice, graduation standards and 
governance. But its argument rests on a single premise: that New York’s mediocre 
outcomes “cannot be explained by a lack of spending.”4 This review focuses primarily 
on that premise, because it is the most consequential for state school finance policy, 
and because it is the least supported by the evidence the report presents.

This is not the first Manhattan Institute report on New York’s schools to come be-
fore NEPC reviewers. Prior reviews have examined Manhattan Institute reports on 
New York City charter school performance, on charter school treatment of low-per-
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forming students, on “educational pluralism” and on Education Savings Accounts 
for New York families.5 I have also reviewed for NEPC a number of reports making 
similar arguments about spending, adequacy and productivity—that states already 
spend enough, or too much, and that the solution lies in measuring productivity 
rather than in providing sufficient resources.6 Many of the same issues arise here.

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report’s core finding is that New York’s spending has grown dramatically while 
student outcomes have stagnated or declined. The report notes that per-pupil spend-
ing reached approximately $34,300 in 2023–24, up from about $8,900 in 1993–94, 
and that NAEP scale scores in all four tested grades and subjects fell between 2004–
05 and 2023–24. From this, the report concludes:

NAEP scores also reveal a disconnect between the state’s education 
spending and student outcomes. From 2004–05 to 2023–24, the high-
est-spending years correspond to the lowest NAEP scale scores, while the 
highest scores came in years where the state spent far less than what is 
spent today. Clearly, increases in per-pupil expenditures have not pro-
duced better student outcomes.7

Having established, at least to its own satisfaction, that New York’s “mediocre stu-
dent outcomes cannot be explained by a lack of spending,”8 the report organizes its 
remaining findings under three headings9:

•	 Measurement. New York lacks universal K–3 screening in reading and math, 
operates three overlapping intervention frameworks, identifies 21% of its stu-
dents for special education (driven largely by speech and language impairment 
classifications), and has expanded school-based mental health services without 
tracking their effectiveness or compliance with parental consent requirements.

•	 Evidence. Teacher certification is procedurally demanding, but preparation 
programs are rated “weak” on early reading, and full certification reciprocity 
extends to only four states. Charter schools “perform significantly better than 
their district counterparts,”10 yet their growth is capped, and state leaders op-
pose the federal tax-credit scholarship program.

•	 Accountability. The NY Inspires graduation reforms will undermine the 
comparability of diplomas across districts. A Board of Regents appointed by 
the legislature, with no role for the governor, insulates education policy from 
voters and is aligned with the interests of teachers’ unions.

The report concludes that “New York has spent more on public education than any 
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other state; yet the outcomes come nowhere close to justifying the expenditure,”11 
and offers seven recommendations12: Adopt and publish an educational return on 
investment (EROI) framework; establish universal early screening in reading and 
math; align teacher preparation with evidence-based instruction and expand certi-
fication reciprocity; ensure the consistency and comparability of graduation stan-
dards; lift the charter school cap and opt into the federal tax-credit scholarship pro-
gram; require public reporting on special education and school-based mental health 
services; and change the structure of educational governance.

III. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions

The report’s rationale follows a simple chain of reasoning. Spending went up and 
scores did not, so money must not be the problem. If money is not the problem, the 
problem must be how the system uses—or fails to use—evidence. And if the system 
fails to use evidence, the cause must be a governance structure that answers to no 
one. Each link depends on the one before it, and the first link carries the weight of 
the entire argument.

That first link is simply asserted. At no point does the report ask what it would ac-
tually cost to achieve any given level of outcomes for New York’s students, in New 
York’s labor markets, against New York’s standards. Instead, it moves directly from 
“spends the most” to “spending doesn’t matter,” skipping entirely the question that 
school finance research and litigation have treated as central for decades: whether 
spending is adequate relative to the costs of achieving desired outcomes for the chil-
dren actually served.13 Notably, that is precisely the question New York’s own high 
court ordered the state to answer in Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. v. State of New 
York.14

The remaining links lean on selective framing. Charter schools are said to outper-
form district schools on the strength of a news article and an opinion outlet’s ranking 
of raw test scores.15 The governance argument turns on the partisan leanings of the 
Board of Regents and on teachers’ union political spending, neither of which the re-
port connects to any measured student outcome.16 Put simply, the report holds the 
state to the standard of “follow the evidence,” while its own recommendations on 
school choice and governance are not derived from any evidence the report presents.

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

The report relies on a thin and selective base of literature. Its 55 endnotes consist 
mostly of government web pages, press releases, news stories and advocacy publi-
cations. Only a handful point to peer-reviewed research—one study of New York’s 
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school-based mental health clinics and three studies of school counselor effects. 
Four cite the authors’ own work or other Manhattan Institute publications.17

Most notably, the report conveniently bypasses the literature on the very question 
it treats as settled: whether money matters. The report cites no research at all on 
the relationship between school spending and student outcomes. Yet a substantial 
body of rigorous research, much of it using court-ordered school finance reforms as 
natural experiments, finds that additional spending improves student achievement, 
educational attainment and adult earnings, with the largest effects for children from 
low-income families.18 The report neither engages nor acknowledges any of this work. 

The report’s characterization of New York’s teacher preparation programs as “weak” 
on early reading rests on ratings from the National Council on Teacher Quality 
(NCTQ). NEPC reviewers have repeatedly found NCTQ’s teacher preparation ratings 
methodologically unsound, most recently in reviews of its 2023 and 2026 reports on 
elementary reading preparation.19

The report’s claims about charter school performance rest on an article in The74 and 
a ranking published by the Washington Free Beacon, both of which compare unad-
justed test score levels.20 More rigorous evidence, from matched-comparison and 
lottery-based studies, does generally find positive effects for New York City charter 
schools,21 though an NEPC review of the most recent national CREDO study cau-
tioned that effect magnitudes are small and that the study’s design cannot fully ac-
count for selection into charter schools.22 Citing that work would have strengthened 
the report’s case, though it would also have made clear that those effects are estimat-
ed relative to similar students, not relative to all district schools. Prior NEPC reviews 
of Manhattan Institute reports on New York City charter schools have raised similar 
concerns about how comparisons are constructed and about differences in the pop-
ulations charter and district schools serve, including students with disabilities and 
English learners.23 The report is also silent on the fiscal and financial accountability 
of the charter sector itself—including related-party facilities arrangements and the 
substantial private philanthropy flowing to some New York City charter networks—
an odd omission for a report centered on accountability.24

Similarly, the report’s case for the federal tax-credit scholarship program rests on 
estimates from Education Reform Now, Ballotpedia and EdChoice.25 No research 
on the achievement effects of voucher or tax-credit scholarship programs is cited. 
As I have explained in prior NEPC reviews of tax-credit scholarship and Education 
Savings Account proposals in Pennsylvania and New York, recent rigorous evalua-
tions of statewide voucher programs have found mixed to negative effects on student 
achievement.26 Nor does the report address how such programs might affect strat-
ification in New York’s private school sector, which an earlier report by one of the 
report’s authors documented as highly segregated by race, income and religion.27
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V. Review of the Report’s Methods

The report’s methods are entirely descriptive: time-series charts, tables of statewide 
figures and two scatterplots. None of these can support the causal claim the report 
draws from them. Five problems stand out.

1. Nominal dollars, and the wrong inflation adjustment. The report’s Fig-
ures 1, 3, 4 and 5 present spending in nominal dollars—that is, at face value, unad-
justed for inflation. The report does adjust 1993–94 spending for inflation once, in 
the text, using the Consumer Price Index (CPI), but then drops the adjustment from 
every figure, including the two scatterplots on which its central conclusion rests.

Further, the CPI is the wrong yardstick for schools. It measures the price of a house-
hold’s basket of goods and services, while schools spend most of their budgets on 
people. A better tool for inflation adjustments is the Bureau of Labor Statistics Em-
ployment Cost Index (ECI) for state and local government elementary and secondary 
school workers, which tracks the cost of employing a comparable mix of school staff 
over time, including both wages and benefits.28 Between 2004–05 and 2023–24, 
that index rose 67%, compared with 61% for the CPI. I made a related point in an 
NEPC piece more than a decade ago: Comparisons of education spending over time 
are overly simplistic if they simply adjust for the value of the dollar, ignoring chang-
es in the students served, in the outcomes expected of them, and in the competitive 
wages required to recruit and retain qualified staff.29

Figure 1

Nominal values read from the report’s Figure 4 (approximate); 2023–24 from the 
report’s text. Inflation adjustments: BLS ECI, total compensation, state and local 
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government elementary and secondary schools (CIU3016110000000I); CPI-U (CPI-
AUCNS); school-year averages.

Adjusted for the cost of school staff compensation, the report’s 2004–05 figure of 
about $15,300 per pupil is worth about $25,600 in 2023–24 dollars. That is, as Fig-
ure 1 shows, real growth across the NAEP window is about 34%, not the 124% implied 
by the report’s nominal figures, and less than the 39% implied by a CPI adjustment.

2. Ten data points, no controls. Figures 4 and 5 each plot 10 statewide NAEP 
results against spending. Because spending trends upward over time, any outcome 
that dips at the end of the series—as NAEP scores did nationally after 2019—will 
produce a negative correlation. The two lowest points in each figure are 2021–22 
and 2023–24, the pandemic years. The report itself concedes that “the pandemic 
merely accelerated a preexisting trend,”30 but then allows those two points to drive 
its conclusion. 

3. No adjustment for costs or needs. “Spends more than any other state” is 
a statement about raw dollars. New York’s labor costs, especially downstate, are 
among the highest in the nation, and its cities serve large concentrations of children 
in poverty. Statewide per-pupil averages tell us nothing about whether any given dis-
trict or school has sufficient resources to achieve any given outcome. As I explained 
in prior NEPC reviews of reports by the Fordham Institute and others, national and 
statewide averages can easily mask the shortchanging of districts serving the needi-
est children.31 

4. Misreading the composition of spending. The report notes that teacher sal-
aries declined from 41% to 29% of spending while fringe benefits grew, concluding 
that “an increasing share of educational spending is directed toward activities other 
than direct classroom instruction.”32 But fringe benefits are teacher compensation: 
health insurance and pension contributions for the same classroom teachers. Rising 
benefit costs indicate a shift in the form of compensation, from salary to benefits, 
not a shift of resources away from classrooms.

5. Timing of the Foundation Aid phase-in. The report treats 1993–2024 as one 
long experiment in spending more. But the Foundation Aid formula was frozen after 
the 2008 recession and not fully funded until 2023–24, 16 years after its adoption.33 
For most of the NAEP window, the state was not providing the aid its own formula 
called for. The first year of full funding coincides with the report’s final data point, 
so the report can say nothing about the effects of the remedy.

The report’s proposed “educational return on investment” (EROI) metric repeats 
the adjustment problem at the district level. The metric, drawn from a recent Man-
hattan Institute paper, measures spending per graduate,34 treating a dollar spent in 
Buffalo the same as a dollar spent in Scarsdale. It would label high-poverty districts 
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“unproductive” because the cost of producing a graduate there is higher, not because 
the money is used less well. In a recent NEPC review of a School Choice Wiscon-
sin report, I explained why simple ratios of outcomes to spending are not merely a 
flawed method but the wrong method altogether for comparing institutions serving 
non-randomly distributed student populations.35 I raised similar concerns about the 
Center for American Progress’s district “return on investment” index and the Ford-
ham Institute’s Stretching the School Dollar more than a decade ago.36 The tool the 
report asks for already exists. Education cost models estimate the cost of achieving 
given outcomes for given students in given labor markets, and comparing actual 
spending to those costs provides exactly the kind of return-on-investment measure 
the report claims to want.37

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

The report’s central conclusion—that New York’s outcomes “cannot be explained by 
a lack of spending”—is invalid. It is contradicted by direct estimates of what New 
York’s schools would need to spend to achieve the state’s own outcome benchmarks.

Recently, I have estimated cost models for New York schools using data from 2018-
2023, predicting for each district and school, the per-pupil spending needed to 
achieve current state average outcomes and a higher standard set one standard devi-
ation above that average.38 In the 2023 data:

•	 40% of districts, enrolling 67% of students, spend less than the estimated cost 
of achieving current average outcomes; districts enrolling 91% of students 
spend less than the cost of the higher standard.

•	 New York City spends about 86% of the cost of current average outcomes, and 
the four upstate Big 5 districts about 81%.

•	 46 of the 57 small city school districts spend below the cost of current average 
outcomes, and 54 of 57 fall below the cost of the higher standard.39

District-level estimates show where the shortfalls occur (Table 1), including in the 
eight small city districts that challenged the adequacy of their funding in Maisto v. 
State of New York.
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Table 1. District Funding Gaps by Group, Current Average Outcome Standard, 
202340

Group
Districts  

Below Cost

Students in 
Districts  

Below Cost

Median 
Funding Gap 

Per Pupil

Mean 
Outcome 

Gap

Economical-
ly Disadvan-

taged

New York City 1 of 1 100% -$4,925 -0.12 74%

Buffalo, Roch-
ester, Syra-
cuse, Yonkers

4 of 4 100% -$5,253 -1.28 80%

Maisto  
Districts

7 of 8 88% -$6,234 -0.76 71%

All Other  
Districts

260 of 658 43% +$942 +0.16 41%

Source: Reviewer’s district-level cost model. Maisto districts are Jamestown, Kingston, Mount Vernon, 
Newburgh, Niagara Falls, Port Jervis, Poughkeepsie and Utica. Student shares are enrollment-weighted; 
median funding gaps and mean outcome gaps are across districts. Outcome gaps are in standard devia-
tion units relative to the standard.

Sorting districts by how far their spending falls short of the cost of current average 
outcomes reveals precisely the pattern the report claims does not exist (Table 2). 
Districts in the most underfunded quarter spend about $13,000 less per pupil than 
those in the best-funded quarter, even though they serve far needier students, and 
they have by far the largest outcome gaps. Across all districts, the correlation be-
tween funding gaps and outcome gaps is 0.41.41

Table 2. Outcomes by Funding-Gap Quartile, All Districts, 2023

Funding-Gap 
Quartile

Median  
Funding Gap

Mean Spending 
Per Pupil

Economically 
Disadvantaged

Mean  
Outcome Gap

Most Underfunded -$3,496 $22,873 56% -0.25

Second -$325 $24,082 45% +0.11

Third +$2,435 $26,562 44% +0.16

Best Funded +$7,555 $35,859 31% +0.54

Source: Reviewer’s district-level cost model.

In other words, statewide average spending can be high while districts serving the 
state’s neediest children remain thousands of dollars per pupil short of what it would 
cost to achieve even average outcomes. Ironically, the report’s own recommenda-
tions on screening, intervention and special education all describe services that cost 
money to deliver well—and the districts where those services are most needed are 
the ones facing the largest funding gaps.

Taken together, the report suffers the following shortcomings:
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1.	 It draws causal conclusions about the effects of spending from 10 statewide 
data points, unadjusted for inflation, labor costs or student needs.

2.	 It ignores a substantial body of rigorous research showing that money matters 
for student outcomes.

3.	 It relies on unadjusted test score levels and advocacy sources for its claims 
about charter schools and private school choice.

4.	 It offers no evidence linking the Board of Regents’ appointment process, or 
teachers’ union political activity, to student outcomes.

5.	 It proposes an EROI metric that would systematically mislabel districts serving 
high-need student populations as unproductive.

Other aspects of the report hold up better. Its descriptions of New York’s screening 
policies, overlapping intervention frameworks, special education identification rates 
and the state comptroller’s audit findings appear accurate. Its concerns about the 
comparability of diplomas under NY Inspires are reasonable.

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance  
of Policy and Practice

If New York policymakers are looking for guidance on whether the state’s school 
funding is adequate, and where it is not, this report provides none. Rather, its fram-
ing points them away from the state’s central constitutional obligation: to ensure 
that every district has the resources necessary to provide a sound basic education. 
The report’s message, that spending is already too high to be the problem, would dis-
courage precisely the comprehensive cost study the state needs before recalibrating 
Foundation Aid.42

Several of the report’s recommendations are reasonable on their own terms: univer-
sal early screening (provided that intervention capacity is also funded), common ru-
brics and external moderation to protect diploma comparability under NY Inspires, 
and improved reporting on special education and school-based mental health ser-
vices. That reporting should extend to fiscal reporting for all publicly funded schools, 
including charters.43 But the report’s headline recommendations—lifting the charter 
cap, opting into tax-credit scholarships and restructuring the Board of Regents—find 
no support in the evidence presented. And its proposed EROI metric would do more 
harm than good. Overall, the report provides little or no useful guidance for policy 
and practice in New York.
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(Yonkers) and -$3,904 (Buffalo). (3) Maisto districts: 8 districts (49,928 students); seven spend 
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