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Summary

Equality has always been a mantra of public education in America. The notion that all citizens are entitled to a free public education in order to gain sufficient knowledge to govern themselves and to contribute to a productive economy is a foundation principle of the US democracy. Over the years, however, Americans have deliberated over what level of education is sufficient and what levels of resources were necessary to deliver it. Policymakers, educators, parents, and other taxpayers have long engaged in debates about school funding systems. At times these disputes have found their way into the state or federal courts. Historically, these lawsuits have focused on equity issues; however, this chapter illustrates that the trend in school finance litigation has shifted from equalizing resources across districts to providing adequate resources to meet standards and reach student achievement goals. 

Chapter 35, “Conceptions, Measurement, and Application of Educational Adequacy and Equal Educational Opportunity,” by Baker and Green, focuses on equity and adequacy in education finance. The authors begin with an historical overview of the origin and concepts of equity and adequacy, describing how these concepts have evolved over time. The chapter highlights various theoretical frameworks researchers have used to evaluate equity in school finance and how those frameworks have been used to empirically determine the costs of educational adequacy and provide equal educational opportunity to all students. The chapter also summarizes two general approaches used for estimating educational costs—(1) resource cost, or input-oriented analysis; and (2) statistical modeling, or outcome-oriented analysis—and offers a critique and comparison of the two approaches. The authors use court cases to illustrate how the concepts of equity and adequacy have helped develop legal theories on how best to challenge and resolve disparities across schools and school districts in the quality of public schooling
.
Critique

This chapter presented a wealth of information on various theoretical frameworks for evaluating equity and adequacy concepts in the context of school finance, provided well-balanced discussions of the models researchers have used to estimate the costs of providing an adequate education, and used examples from court cases to illustrate how school finance litigation has shifted from equalizing resources to providing adequate resources. However, an overall critique of this chapter is that the authors presented very detailed information without providing a sufficient explanation of why and to whom the information mattered
. The chapter would have also benefited from a discussion of the relevant education and policy implications. Therefore, this critique offers the “so what” that the authors did not include in the chapter. 
As the authors stated, “Where legislators fail to uphold their duty to interpret their constitutional obligation, there comes a time when courts must take the first step.” No universally accepted definition of educational adequacy exists. Therefore, when state legislatures do not provide an operational definition of their constitutional obligation, state courts have to provide some measurable standards of an “adequate” or “sufficient” education by which legislators can bring their school finance methods into constitutional compliance. Most courts have focused on general notions of the education system’s role in developing productive citizens as well as competing in the workforce. However, as the authors note, in some cases, the court was very explicit in its interpretation of adequacy. 
State-level policymakers who do not proactively address the need to define adequacy run the risk of having a judge impose his or her own definition on them. In working to define an adequate education, the challenge for policymakers is to strike the right balance between what most people view as an unacceptably low standard (such as that all the knowledge and skills students need are taught by the ninth grade), and one that is perhaps too high (such as attempting to prepare all students to pursue advanced degrees).

Further, the process of defining the criteria of an adequate education must occur within the very real constraints presented by limited public resources. Most states now have content standards in many core subjects. It is difficult to address all of the knowledge and skills embedded in these standards. Now may be the time for policymakers to further engage the public in defining standards in terms of not only what students should know and be able to do, but given time and resource constraints, what content is essential or most important, for students to learn. The purpose of such a dialogue is not to “dumb down” expectations for students, but rather to help stakeholders understand the trade-offs and make good choices about where available resources will be focused. 

In addition to seeking sufficient resources for public education, policymakers have a duty to be scrupulous in evaluating how public dollars are spent. Among other things, policymakers should be asking the following: (1) Have administrative efficiencies been maximized in every case?, (2) Are all funds targeted first and proportionately toward the areas of greatest need? (3) Do funded programs show evidence of effectiveness and, if not, have they been modified or terminated? And of critical importance, (4) Are available resources distributed equitably throughout the system? Regardless of the amount of resources provided for education, policymakers need to remember that students’ needs vary across schools and districts, and allocation of dollars should reflect these differences.

Conclusion
Dealing with the intricacies of implementing state and federal accountability systems has preoccupied school board members, administrators, state legislators, and governors for the past several years. Now is the time for the policy community to focus on what resources will be required to leave no child behind. In many cases, more money is surely needed. But defining adequacy in light of time and resource constraints is the critical first step. Regardless of the strategy used, maintaining the commitment to equity is vital. Proactively addressing school finance inequities and inadequacies may help policymakers avoid litigation and the sometimes unrealistic or unaffordable solutions that result. Ultimately, the education policy community itself must take responsibility for reaching logical and balanced decisions about the appropriate allocation of resources for public education.
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