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K-12 Education in Nevada: Facts, Data and Strategies for Improvement
The first three Controller’s Monthly Reports (CMRs) 
addressed state spending, revenues and a budget pro-
posal by the Controller and a group of Assembly mem-
bers that requires no new or increased taxes, yet secures 
the key values of Nevadans.  This one addresses K-12 
education, the second largest and second fastest grow-
ing item in Nevada’s state budgets, and highlights the 
best strategies to improve our schools.  Nevada Revised 
Statutes 227.110(2) provides: “The State Controller 
may recommend such plans as he or she deems expedi-
ent for the support of the public credit, for promoting 
frugality and economy, and for the better management 
and more perfect understanding of the fiscal affairs of 
the State.” Budgeting for K-12 must start by review-
ing what works in education policy and spending, for 
evidence shows that much increased spending does 
not significantly improve student achievement, while 
some effective policies and practices are not costly. 

1. How education dollars are spent is at least as im-
portant as how many dollars are spent.  Data from 
both the national and international levels show little 
relationship between how many tax dollars are spent 
on a child’s education and how much the child learns.  
The District of Columbia is the highest-spending juris-
diction in the United States, yet it has the worst per-
formance on standardized national tests.  For the other 
top spending states, performance in New York and 
Alaska is poor, but relatively high in New Jersey and 
Wyoming.  Among the bottom five spenders, Utah and 
Idaho perform very well while North Carolina scores 
in the middle and Oklahoma and Mississippi perform 
rather poorly.1

Although the United States spends far more than 
most nations per child on education, it ranks near the 
bottom for math achievement and near the middle 
in reading among countries in the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
which administers international standardized tests.  
The Slovak Republic performs at the same level 
as the United States, despite spending only 46% as 
much per child.  South Korea, the highest achieving 
among 34 OECD member countries, ranks among 
the bottom 10 in spending and spends only 59.5% as 
much as the U.S. per child.2  The data in Table 1 dem-
onstrates that there is no robust or meaningful cor-
relation in K-12 education between inputs (measured 
by spending per student) and outputs (measured by 
student test scores).
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Of course, factors other than money influence children’s 
learning.  Statistics show that an inability to converse 
fluently in the language of instruction, a lack of parental 
involvement, and a disadvantaged socioeconomic 
background all have significant negative impacts on 
student achievement.  Jurisdictions where these traits are 
more common face heightened educational challenges.  
The OECD notes, however: “The share of students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in the United States is about 
average...while the socioeconomic status of the U.S. student 

population as a whole ranks clearly above the OECD 
average.”3  Therefore, the U.S. should be among the highest 
achieving nations, if its vast education resources were 
deployed effectively.  The absence of America among the 
highest performers demonstrates that we have not deployed 
our resources as effectively as most other advanced nations.  
Similar comparisons apply among our states.  Thus, Nevada 
has a large percentage of at-risk students, but Arizona, with 
higher proportions of English Language Learners, gets 
better performance while spending $500 less per student.
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1 Korea 554 536 538 1627 $69,037 $42.42 0.76 25
2 Japan 536 538 547 1621 $89,724 $55.34 0.99 19
3 Finland 519 524 545 1588 $86,233 $54.30 0.97 20
4 Estonia 521 516 541 1578 $55,520 $35.18 0.63 30
5 Canada 518 523 525 1567 $80,397 $51.32 0.92 22
6 Poland 518 518 526 1562 $57,644 $36.92 0.66 28
7 Netherlands 523 511 522 1556 $95,072 $61.09 1.09 13
8 Switzerland 531 509 515 1555 $127,322 $81.86 1.46 3
9 Ireland 501 523 522 1547 $93,117 $60.20 1.08 14
10 Germany 514 508 524 1545 $80,796 $52.28 0.94 21
11 Australia 504 512 521 1537 $98,025 $63.76 1.14 10
12 Belgium 515 509 505 1528 $97,126 $63.56 1.14 11
13 New Zealand 500 512 516 1528 $70,650 $46.25 0.83 24
14 United Kingdom 494 499 514 1507 $98,023 $65.03 1.16 8
15 Austria 506 490 506 1501 $116,603 $77.69 1.39 5
16 Czech Republic 499 493 508 1500 $54,519 $36.34 0.65 29
17 France 495 505 499 1499 $83,582 $55.74 1.00 18
18 Slovenia 501 481 514 1497 $91,785 $61.33 1.10 12
19 Denmark 500 496 498 1495 $109,746 $73.43 1.31 6
20 OECD average 494 496 501 1492 $83,382 $55.90 1.00 17
21 Norway1 489 504 495 1488 $123,591 $83.07 1.49 2
22 United States 481 498 497 1476 $115,961 $78.55 1.41 4
23 Luxembourg 490 488 491 1469 $197,598 $134.52 2.41 1
24 Spain 484 488 496 1469 $82,178 $55.95 1.00 16
25 Italy 485 490 494 1469 $84,416 $57.48 1.03 15
26 Portugal 487 488 489 1464 $70,370 $48.06 0.86 23
27 Hungary 477 488 494 1460 $46,598 $31.92 0.57 31
28 Iceland 493 483 478 1453 $93,986 $64.66 1.16 9
29 Sweden 478 483 485 1446 $95,831 $66.25 1.19 7
30 Israel 466 486 470 1422 $57,013 $40.08 0.72 26
31 Slovak Republic 482 463 471 1416 $53,160 $37.55 0.67 27
32 Greece 453 477 467 1397 -- NA NA NA
33 Turkey 448 475 463 1387 $19,821 $14.29 0.26 34
34 Chile 423 441 445 1309 $32,250 $24.64 0.44 32
35 Mexico 413 424 415 1252 $23,913 $19.10 0.34 33

Table 1: Per-pupil Spending and Student Achievement -- Data Available for Developed Countries
Results of the OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA, 2012)
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2. Great teaching, not expensive gimmicks and admin-
istrative bloat, is what leads to great learning.  Em-
pirical evidence is the real test in determining the effec-
tiveness of policy and spending options.  This research 
consistently finds that one school-controlled variable 
stands above all others when it comes to boosting stu-
dent achievement: the quality of the teacher.  A great 
teacher can help a child overcome many disadvantag-
es.  Peer-reviewed statistical studies show that students 
lucky enough to have a top teacher make 1.5 times as 
much testable progress in a school year as those with 
average teachers.4  Harvard scholars have found that the 
best teachers are able to deliver effective instruction re-
gardless of class size.5  And Chart 1 shows that 60 years 
of average pupil/teacher ratio reductions from 27 to 16 
have not made any difference in student achievement in 
the basic subjects (reading and math). These observa-
tions suggest that the best way to improve educational 
outcomes is to offer highly competitive salaries to at-
tract the most talented educators and then to place many 
students in front of them.  As the Brookings Institution 
states, “Perhaps higher salaries attract better teachers 
and better teachers can teach well regardless of the size 
of the class.”6

In fact, that is precisely the strategy that has been fol-
lowed in the highest achieving nation, South Korea.  The 
OECD observes: “Reducing class size is not, on its own, 
a sufficient policy lever to improve the performance of 
education systems, and is a less efficient measure than 
increasing the quality of teaching.”7  It is unfortunate, 
then, that efforts to reduce class size are so prevalent in 
U.S. politics.  Polls show that 77% of Americans think 
any new education dollars should go toward smaller 
classes instead of better pay for teachers.8  In part, this is 
due to the political marketing efforts of teacher unions, 
which promote class-size reduction primarily because 
smaller classes force schools to hire more dues-paying 
teachers.  Since unions charge dues at a flat rate per 
member, union coffers grow by getting more less-skilled 
and poorly paid teachers on the payroll than by using 
education dollars to pay great teachers more.  Thus, 
teacher unions have led the charge to enact rigid class-
size mandates in at least 24 states, including Nevada, 
where such mandates took effect in 1991 and now cost 
$381-million per biennium.  This spending shows how 
unions have transformed the public education system 
from a program to benefit our children and the public 
interest to one designed to benefit union leaders.

Class-size restrictions are 
not alone in this regard.  
Other programs enacted in 
Nevada in recent years also 
increase the raw number of 
teachers at the expense of 
paying great teachers bet-
ter, despite research evi-
dence showing that paying 
great teachers better is the 
best means to help students 
learn.  In 2006, the Nevada 
legislature used a budget 
surplus to launch a pro-
gram of expanding half-
day kindergarten to full-
day kindergarten in some 
schools.  This program has 

Year
Pupil-Teacher Ratio in Public 
Schools

Avg. NAEP Reading (17 
year olds)

Avg. NAEP Math (17 
year olds)

1955 26.9

1960 25.8

1965 24.7

1970 22.3 285 304
1975 20.4 286 300
1980 18.7 285 298
1985 17.9 289 302
1990 17.2 290 305
1995 17.3 288 307
2000 16.0 288 308
2005 15.6 283 305
2010 16.0 286 306
2015 16.0 287 306
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been gradually expanded over the years, and Governor 
Brian Sandoval now seeks to expand it to every school 
at a cost of $159-million in the 2015-2017 budget.  One 
classroom and one teacher can accommodate two half-
day classes, but full-day kindergarten requires double 
the number of teachers and classrooms, and this fact un-
derlies the advocacy efforts of teacher unions and con-
struction contractors alike.  Research shows, however, 
essentially no difference between half-day and full-day 
kindergarten on student outcomes.  The U.S. Department 
of Education tracked the experience of nearly 23,000 
children entering both programs in the late 1990s and 
concluded, “Children’s reading and mathematics gains 
over the first 4 years of school did not differ substan-
tively by...the type of school or kindergarten program 
they attended.”9

Class-size reduction, full-day-K-for-all and pre-school 
expenditures in Nevada and elsewhere have not pro-
duced meaningful gains in student achievement, but 
they voraciously consume precious education dollars 
that could be better spent elsewhere.  As public choice 
theory suggests: The political process allows unions, 
whose costs to organize are lower than those of the pub-
lic at large, to steer public spending on education toward 
programs that provide benefits to union leaders despite 
the fact that little benefit is provided to the children and 
public the system is intended to serve.  It is precisely 
because so much spending flows to programs that of-
fer little benefit for children and the public that there 
is so little relationship in Nevada and around the world 
between student achievement and spending levels per 
pupil.

3. Nevada’s K-12 funding mechanism is very convoluted, 
sowing confusion among parents and taxpayers and 
reducing accountability.  The current structure for fi-
nancing education in Nevada uses a complex mix of state 
and local taxes unlike any other in the nation.  First cre-
ated in 1967, this “Nevada Plan,” has grown increasingly 
opaque over the years as new taxes and revenue sources 
have been added to the mix.  Originally, it integrated a 
then-new 1.0% sales tax levy with revenue from mining 
claims and a state-level appropriation into the Distribu-

tive School Account (DSA).  A state-guaranteed “Basic 
Support Per Pupil” amount is distributed from this ac-
count to local school districts.  The sales tax component, 
the Local School Support Tax, has been increased dur-
ing most economic recessions, growing to 1.5% in 1981, 
2.25% in 1991, and 2.6% in 2009.  In 1983, a 25-cent 
property tax per $100 in valuation was added, and in 
2009 a new tax on hotel rooms also became a revenue 
source for the DSA.  School districts also receive a num-
ber of other local tax dollars outside the Nevada Plan that 
provide additional funds beyond the Basic Support Per 
Pupil.  These are detailed in Table 2.

Besides the per-pupil support and the outside funds re-
ceived directly by the districts, the state provides many 
“categorical” grants to the local school districts to sup-
port specific programs, such as full-day kindergarten.  
These funds must be used for the specified programs or 
returned to the state.  There are some large loopholes, 
however.  Districts can accept the funds and then seek 
waivers from the state Department of Education (DOE) 
on requirements to meet class-size and other standards.  
Or they can simply take the chance that the state will not 
verify their compliance.

In fact, a 2014 legislative audit revealed that districts 
have regularly accepted categorical funds for class-
size reduction without actually reducing class sizes.  
The audit found that DOE “did not effectively monitor 
quarterly class-size reduction reports and variance 
requests submitted by school districts.”  Also, “none 
of the 17 school districts demonstrated how pupil-

Distributive School 
Account Local funding Federal Funding

State General Fund "Inside" NV Plan: Payment in lieu of taxes for 
federal land holdings

Slot tax Local School Support Tax 
(sales tax) Nutrition programs

Investment income from 
permanent school fund 25-cent property tax Title 1 program for at-risk 

schools
Federal mineral land leases "Outside" NV Plan: Special education
Medical marijuana excise tax 

(75%) 50-cent property tax Vocational education

Room tax - IP1 (2009) Vehicle registration taxes Other improvement programs
Franchise taxes
Interest income
Tuition & Rent

General obligation bonds

Table 2: Revenue Sources for Public Education in Nevada
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teacher ratios would be reduced within the limits of 
available funding,” as required.  Further, DOE had 
“no written policies or procedures to determine” how 
the $381-million in class-size reduction funds would 
be distributed to school districts during the 2013-2015 
budget cycle.  A single employee was responsible for 
making these determinations with no oversight, and the 
employee did not keep supporting documentation.  Due 
to the many loopholes in implementation and oversight, 
there is no assurance categorical monies were used for 
used for their intended purposes and not simply diverted 
to finance spending on district-level administrators.  
Although the research literature casts doubt on the 
effectiveness of class-size reduction as policy tool, the 
audit highlights the ability of districts to improperly use 
categorical funding streams for general purposes.10

So, complaints that teachers must purchase supplies 
for their classrooms from their own funds or that class 
sizes are extensively much greater in Clark and Washoe 
Counties than the prescribed sizes are true.  However, 
they are not attributable to any failure by the state to ad-
equately fund K-12 education.  Instead, they should be 
directed at the mismanagement by local school districts 
that produces such outcomes despite state standards and 
funding.

This labyrinth of various state and local taxes makes it 
difficult for taxpayers to understand how schools are 
funded in Nevada.  As more local levies have been add-
ed through the decades, the share of funding that comes 
directly from the state has declined significantly.  By 
2011, 56% of school funding came from local sources, 
the sixth largest share in the United States.  Meanwhile, 
11% came from federal sources and only 33% from state 
sources.  As a result, the true spending totals can be eas-
ily obscured and misrepresented to the public, as some 
special interests are wont to do.  For instance they cite 
the Basic Support Per Pupil amount of around $5,700 
without mentioning the additional thousands per student 
that are spent in addition to this figure.  We consider 
the database on state education spending compiled by 
the U.S. Department of Education and databases de-
rived from it to be the only credible ones for comparing 

spending across jurisdictions because the federal data-
base is the only source that counts all spending and uses 
a uniform methodology for all states.  It reports that Ne-
vadans actually spent $9,650 per pupil it 2011.11

4. Improving Nevada’s schools doesn’t have to cost 
more.  Because many of Nevada’s existing education 
dollars are used ineffectively, Nevada should re-allocate 
existing dollars to programs that would be more effec-
tive, while also implementing reforms that have low or 
no costs.  Some reforms may even generate cost savings.  
The empirical literature suggests three broad strategies 
for boosting student achievement that Nevada should 
pursue:
•	 Improving the talent levels and effectiveness of edu-

cators
•	 Exposing schools to market forces to improve re-

source allocation
•	 Better utilizing technological resources to improve 

student outcomes

To improve educator effectiveness, Nevada must relax 
its current restrictions on who can receive a teaching 
license so that schools can recruit from a wider array 
of talented professionals.  There is no good reason why 
a famous mathematician and physicist such as Stephen 
Hawking should be ineligible to teach high school phys-
ics in Nevada, for instance.  Recruitment and retention of 
highly talented educators is also dependent on schools’ 
ability to offer attractive compensation packages.  Strict, 
formulaic salary schedules, especially those that reward 
job longevity instead of excellence, give little flexibility 
to administrators looking to recruit top talent, so addi-
tional flexibility is needed.  Current pay arrangements 
for teachers also award a disproportionate share of com-
pensation as benefits, as opposed to salary, even though 
many teachers would prefer greater salary to benefits.  
So, these strictures must also be relaxed.12

The allocation of existing educational resources is im-
proved by giving parents, as the consumers of education, 
more choice about where to send their children to school.  
On the whole, parents are attracted to schools that give 
their children the greatest opportunity for success in life.  
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So, school administrators who need to attract students 
(and cannot merely take for granted neighborhood at-
tendance) will deploy their resources toward programs 
and expenses that parents value when parents are given 
choices.  Market forces can be introduced through both 
private-school choice and more charter schools.  The 
empirical evidence has found that both forms of choice 
lead to improved student outcomes.13  Further, since 
both private schools and charter schools are typically 
less expensive than traditional public schools, there are 
cost savings associated with these reforms.

Finally, there is strong evidence that technology-assisted 
learning leads to better student outcomes while also easing 
the workload on classroom teachers so they can more 
easily manage larger classes.  A major 2010 study by the 
U.S. Department of Education found that “on average, 
students in online learning conditions performed better 
than those receiving face-to-face instruction.”14  Students 
enrolled in online classes tend to spend more time on 
task and are able to move at their own pace, improving 
the effectiveness of class time.  Further, online learning 
can lower the facilities and transportation costs faced by 
school districts and parents and bring more students into 
contact with the best teachers.

Ron Knecht, Nevada State Controller	 Geoff Lawrence, Nevada Assistant Controller

For additional information, visit: controller.nv.gov
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