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I. INTRODUCTION

The Wisconsin Policy Research Institute’s
(WPRI) report, “The Status of High School
Education in Wisconsin: A Tale of Two
Wisconsins,” provides documentation for
“Two Wisconsins,” separated by wealth.
The report adds evidence to the best estab-
lished fact in educational research: lower-
wealth school districts have lower average
test scores. Beyond this, however, the report
falls short of offering useful information. Its
statistical methods are weak and ill suited
for the task at hand. Further, its recommen-

dations are only loosely connected to the
analyses.

Few issues are as important as the effective-
ness of our high schools. High school re-
form is hotly debated and reflects not only
our vision of schools but of society, as well.
In one camp, a market-oriented, competitive
accountability model is promoted. In the
other, a broader vision is embraced; schools
are part of a social contract with equality
and democracy as key values. The WPRI
report weighs in on this debate, but it does
so in a disingenuous way, urging its readers


http://www.wpri.org/Reports/Volume19/Vol19no1.pdf
http://www.wpri.org/Reports/Volume19/Vol19no1.pdf

to believe that its ideological conclusions in
opposition to adding resources to public
education, and in support of a competitive
accountability model, are supported by its
data and analysis. They are not, and these
shortcomings are explained in the following
review, examining the report’s analyses and
findings in light of what we scientifically
know about the issues raised and the appro-
priateness of the report’s methods.

Il. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS OF
THE REPORT

The report begins by summarizing various
groups’ reform efforts, with a focus on those
advocating for more rigorous academic
standards and requirements. WPRI demon-
strates that strong relationships exist be-
tween poverty and achievement. Schools
with lower property wealth and greater stu-
dent poverty score lower on standardized
tests. In fact, they find that 47 percent of the
variation in district test scores is explained
by poverty data. The author claims the
achievement gap, as well as the poverty gap,
has grown larger from 1997 to 2004. Fur-
ther, the achievement gap increases as chil-
dren get older and advance to higher grades.
While results such as these are often the
prelude to cries for greater investment in
education for the disadvantaged, the writer
of this particular report reaches a different
conclusion: He claims that the difference in
test scores between rich and poor is not at-
tributable to school funding.

From this perspective, the relationship be-
tween adequate school funding and
achievement is a “myth” to be exploded.
The writer looks at the top scoring ten per-
cent of districts and compares their spending
with the bottom ten percent and does not see
much difference. He concludes, “Therefore,
policy makers looking to close the perform-
ance gap need not consider spending as a
primary solution.”

In the final section of the paper, the author
examines the ACT scores of students who
took the “recommended core course re-
quirements” and compares them with stu-
dents who took a lesser curriculum. The
author found the students taking the more
rigorous courses scored better than those
who did not. The writer argues that schools
with a high proportion of ACT takers foster
a high achieving environment and provide a
more rigorous program.

The report finishes with “policy considera-
tions” which include increasing high school
graduation requirements, tougher college
admissions standards, encouragement of
students to go on to college, a high school
graduation examination, and the creation of
“incentives” for scoring higher on tenth
grade tests (such as required remediation
courses for failing students).

Ill. THE REPORT’S REVIEW OF THE
LITERATURE

One problematic aspect of this report is that
it fails to consider the large, existing re-
search base covering the same issues the
report addresses. The paper does include
citations, but they are, overwhelmingly, not
to the relevant body of knowledge. Of the
38 endnotes, none appear to be from refe-
reed scholarly journals. Twenty-eight of the
references are from newspapers, press re-
leases, and vested interest organizations.
The remainders are data source citations
with a heavy sampling from the Wisconsin
Taxpayers Association.

Yet since the 1960s, the question of “Does
Money Matter?” has been at the forefront of
the educational research agenda. This query
has also been in front of state supreme
courts in more than 25 states since 1990.
The courts have overwhelmingly concluded
that money matters a great deal. An area of
great foment and ferment, hundreds of ex-
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tensive studies have been conducted. From
this massive literature, the WPRI author
expends one sentence referencing two works
by one author, Eric Hanushek, whose re-
search is generally regarded as supportive of
the author’s premise.

It has been ten years since Greenwald,
Hedges, and Laine published their compre-
hensive review of the 60 most rigorous re-
search studies. They found that money mat-
ters and it matters how it is spent, as well.!
While reverberations are still heard in politi-
cal discourse, “the academic debate over
whether money matters has run its course.”
The issue has been decided.

On the issue of whether rigorous testing and
extensive course requirements lead to better
education, a half-dozen references are made
in this report to announced political agendas,
various foundation initiatives, and assorted
think-tank recommendations. Although
more rigor is at the core of the recommenda-
tions, the report has no research reference
indicating these measures have proven ef-
fective. In fact, higher expectations and
more challenging instruction have been
demonstrated to be associated with higher
achievement and a closing of the achieve-
ment gap. However, this successful ap-
proach links increased rigor with increased
supports for teachers and students. Accord-
ingly, this research directly contradicts the
report’s basic premise that increased re-
sources are unimportant.®

IV. METHODOLOGY

The author contrasts the top- and bottom-
scoring ten percent (or deciles) of the almost
400 Wisconsin school districts with high
schools. The selection was done on the ba-
sis of the tenth grade state examinations.
The high- and low-scoring schools are listed
in a set of charts encompassing about one-
fourth the length of the report. Using aver-

ages of the top and bottom groups, the report
compares test scores, poverty rates, income,
property value per pupil, percent minority,
and per pupil spending.

The writer then examines the relationship
between poverty and achievement using
statistical correlations and finds a very
strong relationship between poverty and
achievement scores (R squared = 0.466).
He proceeds to find significant relationships
between academic test scores and race, in-
come, and property wealth.

It should be noted that all of these analyses
use district averages on a single test. Fur-
ther, students took this tenth grade test after
having attended their high school for only a
year. The test scores, however, are attrib-
uted to the high school even through, as
demonstrated by the report itself, such
scores are more a measure of poverty than
of any other variable (such as funding or
course-taking).

The author’s key assertion is found in the
report’s section entitled, “Exploding the
Myth: Spending and Student Performance,”
where the writer concludes: “But the amount
of money a district spends per student ap-
pears not to make much of a difference . ..
7 This finding is unsupported. The preced-
ing analysis reverts to examining only the
differences in averages between the top and
bottom deciles in test scores and spending.
A careful search of the report yields little
more than this insubstantial evidence upon
which the author has based his very strong,
causal conclusion. This approach simply
does not provide sufficient research rigor to
overcome the consensus of the field over the
past 40 years.

The author clearly had the capability and the

data in hand to conduct a simple correlation
between spending and achievement test
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scores. This fundamental analysis was ei-
ther not considered, not conducted, or ig-
nored. The omission of such a fundamental
analysis is puzzling.

The primary basis for the author’s conclu-
sion that money doesn’t matter is that there
is little difference in per pupil spending be-
tween high- and low-scoring school districts.
However, Wisconsin schools have been un-
der revenue caps since 1993. Thus, they
froze the system’s inequities in place.*

School costs can and do vary by the propor-
tion of children in poverty, numbers of spe-
cial education children, cost of living differ-
ences, small schools and districts, and simi-
lar factors. Wisconsin provides extra money
for poverty, limited English, race, urbanic-
ity, and at-risk children. These funds would
logically be directed toward the more low-
scoring districts. Though the author is not
explicit regarding these funds, it appears that
these categorical aids are considered as part
of what the author calls “comparative ex-
penditures.” Since the poorer districts re-
ceive more categorical aid to address their
unique needs, it would be expected that the
poorer districts would be spending consid-
erably more. Surprisingly, they do not. This
suggests that the base spending for poor
districts is actually less than reported and far
less than what they need.

Two separate adequacy studies have been
conducted in Wisconsin to determine
whether schools receive enough money to
meet academic standards. Both studies con-
cluded they were not sufficiently funded. In
the more conservative study, $11,121 per
pupil was needed when the state spending
was $8,241 (FY01).> Underfunding affects
poor children the most and the funding level
simply does not reach the threshold of effec-
tiveness for these children.

The report also concludes that the achieve-
ment gap is growing, which may well be
true. However, this result is not convinc-
ingly substantiated by this analysis. State
officials have cautioned that test scores can-
not and should not be compared between
1996-97 and 2003-04 due to changes in the
testing program. In fact, the tenth grade test
was rebuilt.® Likewise, comparing one set
of tenth graders with another cohort seven
years later to judge school quality is a pro-
cedure that may have as much as 70 percent
error between the two sets of scores.” When
the natural error in the first test is multiplied
by the natural error in the second test and
then multiplied by cohort differences, the
size of the measurement error becomes so
large as to render comparisons meaningless.

If the author is correct in stating that wealth
disparities have increased in the state during
this time, it would be normal for achieve-
ment score gaps to likewise widen. Based
on the data and analyses in this report, how-
ever, we cannot conclude whether the per-
ceived growing difference is real and, if it is
real, whether the difference is due to school
quality declines, cohort effects, socio-
economic shifts, test differences or simple
error. All these cautions bring us back to
the issue raised earlier: the analyses methods
chosen by this author are simply not strong
enough to support bold causal conclusions.
The results shown in the report might have
been (and probably were) caused by a wide
variety of factors that the author did not con-
sider.

The report’s recommendations focus on
increasing course-taking requirements. This
approach is connected to the data through a
comparison of ACT scores. Students who
took a “state recommended core course cur-
riculum” did better than students who did
not. Likewise, students who attended poorer
schools were less likely to have taken a col-
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lege prep curriculum. These findings are not
surprising. Certainly, high expectations for
students are desirable.

To argue, however, that increasing course
requirements will resolve the problem of
insufficient achievement may be to misun-
derstand the data. Children with more afflu-
ent and highly-educated parents are more
likely to take the college preparatory cur-
riculum and they are also more likely (be-
cause of greater resources) to have higher
ACT scores. Again, the researcher may
simply have cause and effect confused. The
cause of more rigorous course taking is most
likely socio-economic.  Simply requiring
more rigor without adequate supports from
birth and throughout schooling may have the
effect of causing more dropouts among the
poor, the least prepared, and the least sup-
ported.

Finally, the report compares fourth, eighth
and tenth grade mastery rates and concludes
that, as students get older and move into
higher grade levels, they do worse on mas-
tery level percentages. One of many meth-
odological problems here is that such com-
parisons are notoriously inaccurate. Test
content is extremely different between the
grade levels. Tests in elementary arithmetic
are different than those in high school alge-
bra, and tests in reading decoding are differ-
ent than those interpreting abstract poetry.
Likewise, the setting of “cut scores” (the
threshold score for “mastery,” in this case) is
necessarily arbitrary. The way in which
such standards are set means that there is no
correspondence between the ‘passing’ cut-
offs at the different grade levels. Thus,
whether the differences in pass rates are due
to artifacts of the test, differences in student
achievement, measures of school quality, or
something else cannot be determined by the
data presented.

V. ARE THE CONCLUSIONS
SUPPORTED BY THE LITERATURE
AND THE STUDY’S METHODS?

The findings of the WPRI report on high
schools, with a few notable exceptions, can-
not be supported.

e The emerging “Two Wisconsins,”
separated by race, poverty, and prop-
erty wealth, are consistent with simi-
lar research in other states, the na-
tion, and the international literature.
To say that achievement scores are
best predicted by wealth factors is
one of the clearest and most consis-
tent findings in social science re-
search.

e The claim that money does “not . . .
make much of a difference” cannot
be supported when the immense
weight of the literature is considered.
Certainly, a small number of re-
searchers (such as the single person
cited in the references) argue this
point in courts under the auspices of
ideologically driven think tanks. As
a matter of science and as a matter of
jurisprudence, the issue is essentially
settled — money does matter.

This report’s findings to the contrary
reflect the effects of an inadequate
method and the limits of simple
comparisons based on school-level
averages in a portion (20%) of the
state’s school districts. Moreover,
the author did not consider the se-
verely constricted financial range in
the state, special needs children, re-
gional cost of living, poverty im-
pacted children, special education
needs, and the like.

e The assumption of a growing

achievement gap may be true, but the
evidence presented here is not suffi-
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cient to support or deny such a con-
clusion, much less determine the
cause. Whether looking at tests over
time or different grades at the same
time, test-score distributions are best
understood as influenced by cohort
effects, test differences, differences
in mastery level, and the increasing
breadth of curriculum.

e Students who take college prep
courses do better on college prep
tests. This conclusion would sur-
prise few. The data here, however,
cannot support a recommendation
focused merely on requiring that all
students take more rigorous course-
work. Such a recommendation fails
to consider the need to devote re-
sources toward supports for teachers
and students. Students come with a
wide array of talents, interests, and
motivations. Increased frustration,
dropouts, and disaffection with lim-
ited offsetting social or economic
gains may result.

VL. CAN THE REPORT’S
CONCLUSIONS BE USED TO GUIDE
POLICY?

A policy maker looking for a report review-
ing “The Status of High School Education in
Wisconsin” (as it is titled) would probably
be disappointed to discover that it attempts
to address only a small aspect of that status.
It does not include a discussion or analysis
of the many goals, activities, and programs
in high schools. Moreover, the report is
written in segments only tenuously con-
nected to one another. That is, the paper
opens with a short summary of some high
school reform initiatives that are based on
more increased academic rigor. It then goes
in a new direction, examining the relation
between poverty and test scores. The report
then turns to demonstrating that spending

and achievement are not linked and that
more money is not the answer. Shifting
focus again, a growing achievement gap is
claimed across the years. Finally, the paper
goes back to calling for more rigor.

These rapidly shifting foci are bewildering
to the reader and do not provide the policy
maker with a coherent perspective or ration-
ale. The solutions, all calling for greater
rigor, receive little support from any analy-
ses or findings in the text.

In sum, the paper fails to make a strong case
for any of the topics it introduces, other than
the strong relationship of poverty with test
scores. The report presents neither compel-
ling data nor a command of the literature. It
also lacks careful reasoning sufficient to be
persuasive in policy debates.

VII. CONCLUSIONS

The first sentence of the report begins, “For
years, the liberal advocates have told us that
the real problem in educationis ....” The
reader is immediately tipped that the paper
is a refutation piece rather than an open look
at trying to determine the best solutions to
complex human problems. This interpreta-
tion is reinforced by the subsequent scatter-
shot advocacy of historically conservative
approaches (more academic rigor, money
does not matter, students do worse as they
stay in schools longer, opposition to finance
reforms, more testing, etc.). Perhaps be-
cause of this attribute, the paper is organiza-
tionally disjointed and free of supporting
research.

The strongest conclusion in the paper is the
statistical strength of the relationship of
poverty with test scores. “It might be tempt-
ing to look for ways to spend additional
money to address these issues (poverty, race
and property wealth),” says the report. But
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the author goes no further than temptation.
No recommendations address poverty.

If we are serious about closing the achieve-
ment gap, then we are driven to addressing-
poverty.  Otherwise, we are inexorably
driven to the second half of the report’s title,
“A Tale of Two Wisconsins.”
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