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ARIZONA SCHOOLS:
THE MOST INEQUITABLE
IN THE NATION
Although public education promises
to be the great equalizer,
educational funding and
educational outcomes tell a
different story, particularly in
Arizona. Schools across the United
States struggle to ensure that
public education is equitable and
accessible to all children. Equitable,
high-quality public education is
critical for higher lifetime earnings,
a successful life trajectory, and the
health of the overall community.
Publicly funded schools
traditionally reflect the economic
status of their zip codes. Thus,
lower socioeconomic communities,
particularly communities of color
and those with a higher percentage
of immigrants, continue to have
fewer educational opportunities
and worse academic outcomes than
their peers in more affluent
neighborhoods, widening the
opportunity gap (Breger, 2016).
This issue is particularly acute in
Arizona where one in five children
live in poverty and 27% of Arizona
kids live with parents who do not
1
have secure employment.

Unfairly distributed educational
resources impact individuals
beyond their school years.
Graduates of well-resourced
schools experience higher wages,
better retirement stability, better
personal health equity, and longer
life expectancy. More broadly, the
community and government reap
benefits of equitably funded
schools through lower crime and
incarceration rates, reduced
government funds spent on
assistance, increased job
opportunities, fewer teen
pregnancies and reduced
dependence on government
assistance. Communities with more
highly educated citizens attract
companies to establish operations
where they can draw from a pool of
strong c andidates, improving the
local economy, strengthening the
housing market, and increasing
local tax revenue to redistribute
2
back into the community.

PUT SIMPLY -

STRONG SCHOOLS
MAKE A STRONG STATE
Arizona Education at a Glance 3

AZ ranks 49th in teacher salary

AZ is last in the nation in per-student
spending

AZ spends $5900 less per child than the
national median

AZ classrooms are the 2nd most crowded
in the nation

AZ has the highest teacher turnover in
the nation

AZ K12 funding is extremely inequitable,
and funding cuts hit children of color,
students in poverty, and rural students
the hardest

AZ does not fund full-day kindergarten;
those funds have to be swept from
elsewhere

INEQUITY IN ARIZONA
SCHOOLS
Equality means giving students the
same resources. Equity means
giving each student access to the
resources they need to help them
thrive and succeed. Although states
across the nation struggle to
provide equitable and accessible
education, Arizona represents the
nation’s most inequitably funded
schools. For nearly a decade, public
education funding in Arizona has
fallen more than $3.5 billion short
of the national average in perstudent spending every single year.
A recent national report, Making the
Grade: How Fair is School Funding in
Your State, finds Arizona last in the
nation for per-pupil funding.

Low state funding has shifted the
burden to local taxpayers through
property taxes, bonds, overrides,
tax credits, and PTOs, leaving
schools in low-income areas far
behind. In fact, Arizona is the worst
offender, offering $7,613 less per
student in nonwhite districts —
almost double the next worst state.
Arizona’s state constitution
requires the legislature to provide
and maintain “a general and
uniform public school system” for
Arizona’s 1.1 million students.
However, Arizona’s school funding
is far from uniform, and policies
enacted by the state legislature
have exacerbated inequities,
especially in recent years.

Source: http://beclouded.net

RURAL EDUCATORS FACE
UNIQUE CHALLENGES
Arizona’s unfair and inequitable
funding model results in education
funding inequities where already
disadvantaged students are not
receiving their fair share of the
state’s education resources. Lowincome neighborhoods receive far
less in property taxes than affluent
communities. In areas where family
wealth and property values are
higher, schools are often able to fill
in the gaps with individual tax
credits from families and massive
fundraising from local PTO and PTA
organizations.

Arizona

-$7,613

In Arizona, it is not uncommon for
school districts and charter schools
to fund academic aide positions,
extracurriculars, and even arts
facilities from PTO/PTA
fundraising. In low-income
communities where many parents
do not have the ability to
contribute financially or participate
in time-consuming fundraising
efforts, these solutions are
unavailable.

Nationally, “nonwhite districts receive significantly
less funding than white districts. Because our system
relies so heavily on community wealth, this gap
reflects both the prosperity divide in our country.”

WHY ARE ARIZONA
SCHOOLS SO
UNDERFUNDED?
In the early 1990s, the doctrine of
shrinking state budgets and cutting
taxes began in earnest. Thirty years
later, Arizona’s budget is so meager
that our state does not have the
revenue it needs to fund public
services, including schools, public
safety, transportation, healthcare,
and more. This problem was
exacerbated by budget cuts made
following the 2008 recession, with
more K-12 education cuts in
Arizona than any other state in the
nation. Many of these cuts have yet
to be restored, leaving our schools
more than $3.5 billion in the hole
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annually. The burden of K-12
funding has been placed on local
taxpayers via property taxes, tax
credits, PTO/PTA fundraising, and
local bond and override elections–
all fundraising methods that favor
more affluent areas. Meanwhile,
our state gives away $20 billion in
tax cuts, credits, and expenditures
each year.

The Arizona legislature owns the
primary responsibility of funding
public education in our state.
Arizona legislative leadership has
long favored budget cuts and tax
credits for the wealthy over
funding public services, particularly
education. For the past decade,
they have been guided by special
interests intent on converting the
public education system to a forprofit system. The continued
prioritizing of “school choice”
programs that drain hundreds of
millions of public dollars away from
our public schools in support of
private education has left Arizona
behind in every metric tracked by
the Arizona Education Progress
Meter. 5
And yet the Arizona state
legislature continues attempting to
pass Empowerment Scholarship
Account (ESA) vouchers and School
Tuition Organization (STO) tax
credit voucher expansions year
after year. Currently, these
programs siphon $350 million from
public schools every single year.
Learn more about the harmful
nature of private school vouchers
here.

ARIZONA’S UNEQUAL
AND UNFAIR FUNDING
MODEL
Sufficient education funding is
fundamental to ensuring high
quality, equitable education. In
1980, Arizona lawmakers created
one standard operational formula
for per-pupil funding and property
taxes, regardless of socioeconomic
status or poverty. This formula
makes Arizona one of nine states in
the nation that does not provide
additional education funding for
students living in poverty.6
Arizona’s funding formula is not
equitable because high poverty
areas and low-income students do
not receive additional funding to
address their specific needs and
fails to account for the complex
challenges that students and their
families face. Furthermore, the
motive to fund schools evenly has
been reduced, as high performing
schools in affluent neighborhoods
more frequently pass bonds and
overrides as well as accept higher
amounts in parent and privatesector donations.

The Education Law Center, a
national organization focused on
improving school funding and
securing essential resources for all
students, defines a fair school
funding system as the basic
foundational building block for
high-performing, effective K-12
public school systems. Fair funding
requires two basic components: a
sufficient level of funding for all
students and increased funding to
high-poverty districts to address
the additional cost of educating
these students.7 In some instances,
particularly in areas of
concentrated poverty, “it costs
more than three times the amount
per pupil … to achieve national
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average outcome goals.” For
example, in Arizona’s highestpoverty areas, estimates show that
the state falls $19,798 short per
student to educate them to the
national mean.9 As a result, the way
Arizona funds its schools is
unequal, inequitable, and has a
fundamental impact on education
quality.

WHY IS FUNDING PUBLIC
EDUCATION SO
IMPORTANT?
Education plays a defining role in
how our children will spend their
adult lives—a higher level of
education means higher earnings,
better health, and a longer life.
States that fail to educate their
citizens by providing a fully funded
public education system face long
term social and financial costs.
Although Arizona lawmakers
frequently claim that “you can’t just
throw money at the problem,”

research shows that money
matters, especially for low-income
students and especially when perpupil funding is at the bottom of
the barrel. State leaders can and
should make thoughtful decisions
about how to invest in Arizona’s
public school children in equitable
ways that will significantly impact
the educational experiences,
outcomes, and futures of the
students served by our public
school system. Recent studies show
that increased school spending
leads to increases in graduation
rates, higher wages, and reduction
in adult poverty, especially for
students from low-income families.

Strong Schools, Strong State
95% of Arizona families choose public schools. It’s
time to prioritize public education.
Great public schools raise property values,
improve our economy and help businesses recruit
a well-educated workforce.
Arizona must provide a quality public school in
every neighborhood.

“On average, aggregate per-pupil spending is positively associated with
improved student outcomes. The size of this effect is larger in some
studies than in others, and, in some cases, additional funding appears to
matter more for some students than for others—in particular students
from low-income families who have access to fewer resources outside
of school. Clearly, money must be spent wisely to yield benefits. But, on
balance, in direct tests of the relationship between financial resources
and student outcomes, money matters.”
10

(How Money Matters for Schools,” 2017)

The data could not be more clear:
well-trained, experienced, and
certified teachers matter more than
any other factor in student success.
And yet 42% of Arizona teachers
leave within their first three years of
teaching and 22% leave after the
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first year. A recent teacher survey in
Fall 2021 by the Maricopa County
School Superintendent found crisis
12
levels of stress among teachers. A
recent national survey found that
32% of respondents have plans to
leave the profession earlier than
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they anticipated. Furthermore,
fewer people want to enter the
teaching profession, a problem that
was exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic.

The result is a statewide shortage of
teachers that negatively impacts
student learning and school stability,
in addition to burdening existing
teachers with more students,
increased class sizes, and a greater
workload.

Teachers highlight burnout as a
primary reason for quitting the
profession, and teacher burnout
increased rapidly amidst COVID-19
(Pressley, 2021). Burnout is more
prevalent when school culture and
conditions are harder for the
students and staff, including schools
located in high-poverty
neighborhoods. As a result, teacher
shortages disproportionately impact
high-poverty urban and rural
schools, making it nearly impossible
for the state to provide an equitable
education to students without
excellent teachers. Burnout cannot
be entirely avoided, but it can be
significantly reduced by various
factors which require additional
funding, including strong principal
leaders, increased aides and
supports, increased counselors, and
reduced class sizes. Research also
shows that teachers become
increasingly effective in helping
students achieve after their first two
years of teaching. Teachers without
certification are significantly less
likely to produce student gains. Prior
to the global pandemic, Arizona had
the highest teacher turnover and
attrition rates in the nation. In 2021,
the Arizona School Personnel
Administration Association found
that nearly 26% of teacher vacancies
were not filled and 55% of vacancies
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were filled by uncertified teachers.

As a result of the teacher shortage,
tens of thousands of students in
Arizona do not have an assigned
teacher and only receive instruction
through rotating substitutes. The
state has relied on substitute and
temporary teachers for years,
reducing the requirements for
substitutes so that individuals with
no formal teacher training are
eligible. Individuals are already able
to bypass state teaching licensure
requirements by showing subject
matter expertise in the field, or
having a bachelor’s degree in the
subject to be taught. Emergency
substitute certificates can be issued
to people with an associate’s degree,
high school diploma or GED.15
And yet, nearly every year, the
Arizona state legislature further
waters down certification
requirements for teachers. In early
2022, the legislature approved
doubling the amount of time
substitute teachers can stay in the
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classroom, and gave preliminary
approval to a proposal that would
allow "subject matter experts" with
no teaching experience to teach
grades as young as kindergarten. The
result is not just a temporary and
unqualified bandaid to the severe
teacher problem in the state, but a
deepening of the crisis that directly
harms at-risk students.

Nearly six decades of research
consistently shows that teaching
quality matters more than any other
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factor in student achievement. In
the 1990s, researchers continued to
identify teachers as the most
important school-related factor
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influencing student achievement.
Another study estimates that the
difference between students having
a good teacher and having a bad
teacher can exceed one grade-level
equivalent in annual achievement
growth. In fact, other researchers
found that not only are teachers the
single most important factor
impacting student achievement, but
the effects of teachers on student
achievement are additive and
cumulative.19 In 2012, Stanford
researcher Raj Chetty and his
colleagues demonstrated that
students with excellent teachers “are
more likely to attend college, attend
higher-ranked colleges, earn higher
salaries, live in higher SES
neighborhoods, and save more for
retirement. They are also less likely
to have children as teenagers.”20

Students with more effective
teachers are likely to pursue more
education and earn more income by
their mid-20s. A recent study (2017)
synthesizing 1000 research reviews
of 50,000 studies also found “that
the greatest influence on student
progression is having highly expert,
inspired and passionate teachers and
school leaders working together…”
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(Hattie 2017) Students from all
socioeconomic backgrounds,
geographical regions, and school
types deserve high-quality teachers
who build careers in the classroom
and remain passionate about their
profession. In order to offer
equitable education opportunities to
students across the state, Arizona
state policies must ensure that every
classroom has a permanent, welltrained and well-supported teacher.
Doing so would surely translate to
improvements on all metrics on the
Arizona Progress Meter, particularly
third grade reading, eight grade
math, high school graduation rates,
post-high school enrollment, and
attainment of advanced degrees. Not
only will students achieve better
academic outcomes and lifelong
success, the state of Arizona will
have an educated workforce, a
stronger economy, and healthier
communities.

SCHOOL FACILITIES
MATTER
School facilities, like teacher
quality, are instrumental to student
success. Students have more
difficulty learning when their
classroom is in desperate need of
repair. Students that attend schools
in crumbling classrooms have
inferior academic achievements to
students that learn in better school
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facilities. Poor school facilities are
more concentrated in high-poverty
neighborhoods and get repaired
and renovated at a slower rate than
schools in affluent neighborhoods.
The impact on student health and
outcomes from school facilities are
undeniable. The Harvard School of
Public Health firmly stated, “the
evidence is unambiguous — the
school building influences student
23
health, thinking, and performance."

The National Center for Education
Statistics published an audit on the
health of the school facilities and
showed a staggering 50% of public
schools across the country urgently
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need significant renovations. As
the age of the average school
building increases, the urgency to
renovate, repair, and modernize
school buildings is essential. As a
result, school facilities are a silent,
yet vital component to Arizona’s
growing student inequities.

HOW PRIVATIZATION
IMPACTS EQUITY IN
ARIZONA’S PUBLIC
SCHOOLS
Well-financed out-of-state special
interests continue to drive
education policy in Arizona.
Arizona was the first state in the
nation to have tax credit vouchers
and education savings account
vouchers (called Empowerment
Scholarship Accounts or ESAs in
Arizona).
Hailed widely by school choice
extremists as the future of
educational options or “school
choice,” STO vouchers are dollarfor-dollar tax credits that benefit
private schools without passing
through the state treasury,
resulting in significantly less money
being available for public schools.
Arizona’s STO program has grown
by almost 4000% in 20 years.
Arizona legislators have
strategically and repeatedly
expanded it, while several have
personally profited from the
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organizations themselves. STO
vouchers alone divert over $200
million public dollars away from our
public schools every single year.
These vouchers are typically used
by more affluent families already
attending pricey private academies
in high-income areas.

By circumventing funds from the
state general fund, this robs lowincome communities from
desperately needed public school
dollars every year. Empowerment
Scholarship Account vouchers
started in 2011 when Arizona
lawmakers passed a limited $2.5
million ESA voucher program that
cracked open the door to a new
form of voucher via a sympathetic
population — students with special
needs, whose families had been
asking for specialized services from
public schools where slashed
budgets made it increasingly harder
to meet the needs of the highestneed students. Over the next 5
years, the legislature incrementally
expanded eligibility to several new
categories of students, including
those attending public schools that
received a D or F rating, children in
military families or foster care,
children on Native American
reservations, and incoming
kindergarteners. This strategy of
incremental expansion has proved
highly effective for those pushing
vouchers and school privatization.
Lawmakers who support privatizing
public education have largely
evaded public scrutiny by
systematically passing “small”
programs for sympathetic
populations.

As the age of the average school
building increases, the urgency to
renovate, repair, and modernize
school buildings is essential. As a
result, school facilities are a silent,
yet vital component to Arizona’s
growing student inequities An
Arizona Republic report found that a
majority of voucher recipients leave
A- and B-rated schools.26 In 2021,
Arizona’s ESA voucher program cost
taxpayers over $150 million. Data
shows that the recipients of these
vouchers are disproportionately
claimed by higher socioeconomic
families that use the vouchers to
move their children from a highperforming school to an elite private
school.

Often, the vouchers only cover a
portion of the private school tuition,
leaving parents to pay for the rest
out of pocket. Paying the difference
in private school tuition is out of
reach for most Arizona families. As a
result, the intended use of vouchers
becomes a discount coupon for
wealthy parents while leaving other
students to remain in chronically
underfunded schools.

WHAT DO FULLY FUNDED
SCHOOLS LOOK LIKE?
Real investment in our public schools would mean
increasing our teaching force, incentivizing those
who have left the classroom to return, reducing
class sizes, and allowing teachers to give more
individual attention to each child.
Schools could hire additional classroom aides,
counselors, and librarians. Many schools could for
the first time add art, music, and STEM educators
to provide a more robust education to their
students. Extracurriculars like sports, robotics
clubs, and orchestras would be within the reach
of all students, not just those in affluent areas
with active PTOs.
All Arizona students deserve a 21st century
education with technology and interest-driven,
individualized curriculum for all students. Every
school should have a well-compensated,
professional teaching force that has the time and
resources to innovate successfully. Every local
school should have a functional air conditioning
system, mold-free carpets, repaired roofs, and
buses that reliably function. As our economy
improves, Arizona lawmakers must invest heavily
in public schools in and in Arizona’s future.
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