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Educational resource inequality in the United States is not merely a question of 
how much is spent on public schooling it is fundamentally about how resources 

are distributed, who controls allocation decisions, and whether the students who 

need the most support are actually receiving it. This article examines the multi-

dimensional landscape of learning resource inequality across U.S. counties, 

drawing on quantitative evidence from county-level panel data (2010–2022), 

national teacher surveys, and a growing body of empirical literature. We find 

that spending composition matters more than total expenditure in reducing 

income and opportunity gaps; that poverty, median income, and demographics 

remain dominant structural drivers; and that teachers in under-resourced schools 

bear a mounting personal financial burden bridging the gap between institutional 

budgets and classroom realities. The article calls for a strategic reorientation of 

public education finance from blunt budget increases toward targeted, equity-

driven allocation practices. 
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1. Introduction 

The United States allocates more public resources to education than most nations, yet striking disparities in the quality 

and availability of learning resources persist across county lines, school districts, and demographic groups. Federal 
legislation including the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA), and the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA) reflects a national commitment 

to educational equity, yet the three-tiered funding architecture federal, state, and local continues to produce unequal 

outcomes. The persistence of these disparities raises an urgent question: is the problem one of insufficient funding, 

inefficient allocation, or structural inequity that transcends fiscal variables? 

This article argues that learning resource inequality in the U.S. is best understood as a compound problem one shaped 

simultaneously by the level of public investment, the composition of how those funds are spent, the socioeconomic 
conditions of local communities, and the lived experience of teachers on the frontlines of classrooms. Drawing on 

Amartey's (2026) rigorous county-level analysis covering 184,686 county-year observations from 2010 to 2022, 

alongside national survey data from AdoptAClassroom.org (2025) and a synthesis of peer-reviewed literature, this 
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article presents a comprehensive account of what resource inequality looks like, why it persists, and what research 

suggests about addressing it. 

Several critical dimensions frame the analysis. First, we examine inter-county disparities in per-pupil spending and 

how budget composition rather than total expenditure relates to income inequality outcomes. Second, we consider 
the structural socioeconomic conditions, particularly poverty and median income, that dominate inequality outcomes. 

Third, we investigate teacher quality distribution, showing how the most experienced educators are disproportionately 

concentrated in affluent districts. Finally, we document the extraordinary burden placed on individual teachers many 
of whom spend personal income to compensate for institutional resource deficits. In a 2025 survey of over 3,700 

certified K–12 teachers, AdoptAClassroom.org found that teachers spent an average of $895 out-of-pocket on 

classroom supplies, a figure representing a 49% increase since 2015, with 97% reporting their institutional budget as 

insufficient (AdoptAClassroom.org, 2025). 

The evidence reviewed in this article consistently points toward a structural gap not a resource gap alone between the 

stated equity goals of public education policy and on-the-ground learning realities for students in disadvantaged 

communities. 
 

2. Dimensions of Educational Resource Inequality 

2.1 Per-Pupil Spending Disparities 
Average per-pupil education spending across U.S. counties from 2010 to 2022 stood at approximately $11,053, but 

this figure masks profound variation. County-level data shows that spending ranged from as low as $6,567 to as high 

as $60,981 per pupil, with wealthier counties consistently spending more. This pattern reflects the heavily property-

tax-based local funding structure that characterizes much of American K–12 finance, wherein prosperous 
communities can generate substantially greater school revenue even at equivalent tax rates (Darvas, 2020; Amartey, 

2026). 

The implications for learning resources are direct. Higher-spending schools can offer more instructional materials, 
maintain better facilities, provide richer extracurricular opportunities, and attract more experienced staff. By contrast, 

schools in low-income counties frequently operate with aging infrastructure, outdated textbooks, insufficient 

technology, and limited student support services. These are not marginal differences they represent fundamentally 

different educational environments that shape student outcomes across their entire academic lives. 

Jackson, Johnson, and Persico (2016) demonstrated through a landmark study using school finance reform shocks as 

natural experiments that a 10% increase in per-pupil spending sustained across all 12 school years was associated 

with 0.43 additional years of education, 9.5% higher wages in adulthood, and a 6.8 percentage-point reduction in 
adult poverty for low-income children. These effects were substantially larger for disadvantaged students, confirming 

that additional resources matter most for those with the fewest alternatives. However, the critical insight emerging 

from more recent analyses is that the composition of spending may matter even more than the total level.  
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Table 1: Per-Pupil Spending and Inequality by County Income Quartile (2010–2022) 

Source: Amartey (2026); U.S. Census F-33 Survey; American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. 

County Income 

Quartile 

Avg Per-

Pupil 

Spending ($) 

Instruction 

Share (%) 

Support 

Services 

Share (%) 

Capital 

Outlay Share 

(%) 

Gini 

Index 

(Avg) 

Bottom Quartile 

(Lowest Income) 

$8,720 49.3% 30.1% 8.9% 0.467 

Second Quartile $9,980 51.2% 32.0% 7.4% 0.449 

Third Quartile $11,250 52.1% 33.2% 6.8% 0.438 

Top Quartile (Highest 

Income) 

$14,610 53.8% 34.6% 5.3% 0.421 

National Average $11,053 51.5% 32.8% 6.8% 0.442 

 

As shown in Table 1, counties in the bottom income quartile averaged $8,720 in per-pupil spending compared to 

$14,610 in the top quartile a gap of approximately $5,890 per student annually. Critically, lower-spending counties 

also allocated a smaller share to direct instruction, suggesting that lower-income schools may face a compounding 

disadvantage: less money overall and a less equity-oriented use of whatever funds are available. 

2.2 Budget Composition: What Matters More Than Total Spending 

One of the most important empirical contributions of recent research is the finding that spending composition how 
education dollars are divided among instructional activities, support services, operations, capital construction, and 

debt repayment has a substantially more significant relationship with income inequality outcomes than total spending 

levels (Amartey, 2026). 

Using quantile regression across 184,686 county-year observations, Amartey (2026) estimates that shifting one 
percentage point of education budgets (approximately $110 per student at average spending levels) from capital 

expenditure or interest payments toward instructional or support service activities reduces the Gini coefficient by 

0.001 to 0.003 points, with the largest effects concentrated in high-inequality counties. These effects appear modest 
in isolation, but applied across an entire county school population and aggregated over years, they represent 

meaningful reductions in distributional inequality. 

Table 3 below summarizes the quantile regression coefficients from Model 4 of Amartey's (2026) analysis, illustrating 
how different spending shares relate to the Gini index across the inequality distribution. All categories show 

consistently negative coefficients, meaning that reallocating budget share toward any operational or instructional 

category is associated with reduced inequality but the magnitudes vary substantially, with interest payment 

reallocation and other current spending showing the strongest effects, particularly in highly unequal counties. 
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Table 3: Effect of Spending Share Reallocation on the Gini Index by County Inequality Quantile 

Source: Amartey (2026), Table 6 (Model 4). *** denotes significance at p < 0.001. Coefficients represent change in 

Gini per 1-percentage-point increase in that spending share. 

Spending Category 

(Share) 
τ = 0.10 τ = 0.25 τ = 0.50 τ = 0.75 τ = 0.90 

Instruction Share −0.119*** −0.170*** −0.113*** −0.169*** −0.186*** 

Support Services 

Share 

−0.124*** −0.170*** −0.104*** −0.165*** −0.194*** 

Other Current 

Spending Share 

−0.162*** −0.247*** −0.199*** −0.269*** −0.333*** 

Capital Outlay Share −0.127*** −0.173*** −0.117*** −0.180*** −0.202*** 

Interest Share −0.258*** −0.333*** −0.219*** −0.305*** −0.347*** 

 

The practical policy insight from these results is considerable: rather than simply calling for higher education budgets, 

policymakers should scrutinize how existing and new resources are deployed. Investments in classroom instruction, 

student counseling, transportation, food services, and library resources appear to deliver superior equity returns 
compared to expenditures on capital construction or debt servicing. This aligns with broader arguments made by 

Saldaña and Wiley (2025) who advocate shifting from a framework of educational minimums toward one of 

educational justice an approach that recognizes resource allocation decisions as inherently normative. 

Figure 1: Trend in Per-Pupil Total Education Spending Across U.S. Counties (2010–2022) 

 

Bar-and-line chart showing average and median per-pupil spending rising from approximately $9,200 in 2010 to 

$12,300 in 2022, with widening standard deviation bands reflecting growing inter-county disparity. Counties in the 

top income quartile show accelerating growth relative to the bottom quartile after 2017. 

Source: Amartey (2026); AdoptAClassroom.org (2025); Goldhaber et al. (2015). 
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2.3 The Role of Poverty and Socioeconomic Structure 
While education spending and its composition are important, Amartey's (2026) analysis confirms that economic and 

demographic factors remain the dominant drivers of income inequality at the county level. The poverty rate, median 

household income, and educational attainment collectively explain a far larger share of Gini variation than any 
education spending variable. This is not a new finding Coley and Baker (2013) observed that poverty shapes virtually 

every dimension of a child's educational experience, from the home environment and neighborhood resources to the 

quality of schooling received. 

The relationship between poverty and inequality is nuanced across the distribution. In lower-inequality counties, a 
one-unit increase in the poverty rate is strongly associated with higher inequality (coefficient ~0.009). However, in 

the most unequal counties, additional poverty may slightly compress the distribution because at the extreme upper 

tail, residents are already concentrated at the lower end of the income spectrum, leaving less room for poverty to 
increase dispersion. The policy implication is that poverty-reduction strategies are essential complements to education 

spending reforms; neither alone is sufficient. 

Coley, McCoy, and Hatch (2025) provide a comprehensive conceptual framework for understanding how poverty 
cascades through home, neighborhood, and school environments simultaneously. Children from high-poverty 

households arrive at school already disadvantaged along multiple dimensions nutrition, healthcare, stable housing, 

parental educational support that no amount of classroom spending can fully compensate for, at least in the short 

term. Dhaliwal (2025) extends this analysis to students experiencing homelessness, documenting that both school-
level and neighborhood-level conditions shape resilience outcomes, and that effective interventions require 

coordinated support structures beyond the classroom. 

Figure 2: Relationship Between County Poverty Rate and Gini Index Across the Inequality Distribution 

 

Scatter plot with quantile regression lines showing the poverty rate–Gini relationship across five quantiles (τ = 0.10 

to 0.90). The 10th-percentile line (low-inequality counties) shows a steep positive slope, while the 90th-percentile 

line flattens or slightly reverses illustrating how poverty operates differently depending on the baseline level of 

inequality. 

Source: Amartey (2026); AdoptAClassroom.org (2025); Goldhaber et al. (2015). 
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3. Teacher Quality, Distribution, and Classroom Resource Burdens 

3.1 The Unequal Distribution of Teacher Quality 

Among the most consequential and least-discussed dimensions of learning resource inequality is the uneven 

geographic distribution of teacher quality. Research consistently demonstrates that students in high-poverty, high-
minority schools are less likely to be taught by experienced, credentialed, and effective teachers a disparity 

compounded by the sorting preferences of teachers themselves (Goldhaber, Lavery, & Theobald, 2015; Clotfelter, 

Ladd, & Vigdor, 2006). 

Goldhaber, Lavery, and Theobald (2015) found that disadvantaged students are disproportionately taught by 

inexperienced and underqualified teachers, even within the same district. This 'uneven playing field' is not entirely 

attributable to pay differentials; it also reflects the working conditions, resource availability, and school culture factors 

that shape where teachers choose to build their careers. Doyle and Easterbrook (2024) found that trainee teachers' 
aversion to working in low-income schools was moderated by their beliefs about inequality and meritocracy, 

suggesting that systemic change requires addressing not just material conditions but professional norms and attitudes. 

Doyle, Tropp, and Easterbrook (2025) further showed that White teachers' interracial contact experiences shape their 

self-efficacy and school placement choices, revealing how racial dynamics intersect with resource allocation. 

From an international comparative perspective, Glassow and Jerrim (2022) analyzed two decades of TIMSS data 

across 20 countries and found that inequitable teacher sorting whereby more experienced teachers cluster in 
advantaged schools has been rising rather than declining globally. In the United States, this trend appears linked to 

local labor market dynamics and the decentralized nature of hiring, which gives individual schools limited ability to 

attract qualified candidates against competition from wealthier neighboring districts. 

Table 4: Key Socioeconomic and Structural Drivers of Educational Learning Resource Inequality 

Source: Amartey (2026); Goldhaber et al. (2015); Coley, McCoy, & Hatch (2025); Doyle & Easterbrook (2024). 

Factor Impact on Educational Inequality Policy Implication 

Poverty Rate Strong positive association with Gini 

at lower quantiles; compression at top 

quantiles 

Targeted poverty-reduction 

programs essential alongside 

school funding 

Median Household Income Strongest equalizing force across all 

quantiles (coefficient −0.09 at 

median) 

Broad income support policies 

complement education 

investments 

Educational Attainment 

(Bachelor's+) 

Paradoxically increases Gini (skill-

biased earnings widen gaps) 

Policies must address 

credential-based wage 

compression 

Teacher Quality 

Distribution 

Unequal teacher sorting concentrates 
experienced teachers in affluent 

schools 

Targeted incentives to place 
qualified teachers in high-need 

schools 

Racial/Ethnic Composition Higher White share associated with 

lower inequality; Black/Asian effects 

vary by quantile 

Race-conscious resource equity 

policies needed 

 

3.2 Professional Development and Systemic Gaps 
A parallel dimension of teacher resource inequality concerns access to professional development opportunities. 

Glassow, Gustafsson, and Kirsten (2025) examined cross-national TIMSS data and found that teachers in schools 

serving disadvantaged populations participate less in professional development a gap that compounds over time, as 

teachers without ongoing skill-building become progressively less equipped to serve students with complex needs. 
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Kirsten (2025) explored why teacher professional development participation varies across countries, identifying 
school-level resource constraints, administrative culture, and available substitution arrangements as key drivers. 

Kirsten et al. (2023) further showed through quasi-experimental analysis of TIMSS data that professional 

development in which teachers typically participate is associated with modest but meaningful improvements in 
student achievement suggesting that equalizing access to development opportunities could partially offset teacher 

quality gaps in under-resourced schools. 

Chen and Chen (2025) add an important dimension from the context of private migrant education in Beijing, 

demonstrating that teachers in non-mainstream settings face compounded professional learning challenges. While the 
Chinese context is specific, the underlying mechanism systemic under-investment in professional development for 

teachers serving marginalized populations maps directly onto the U.S. experience in schools serving undocumented 

immigrants, English language learners, and other non-traditional student populations. 

Figure 3: Distribution of Teacher Experience Levels Across School Poverty Quartiles 

 

Chart comparing the proportion of novice (0–3 years), mid-career (4–10 years), and veteran (10+ years) teachers 

across four school poverty quartiles. High-poverty schools show a substantially greater share of novice teachers, 

illustrating the structural sorting pattern documented by Goldhaber et al. (2015) and Clotfelter et al. (2006). 

Source: Amartey (2026); AdoptAClassroom.org (2025); Goldhaber et al. (2015). 

4. The Hidden Subsidy: Teacher Out-of-Pocket Spending 

4.1 Scale and Growth of the Problem 

One of the starkest indicators of learning resource inequality in American education is the fact that teachers routinely 

spend their own money to stock classrooms that institutional budgets have failed to adequately equip. This 
phenomenon, while widely recognized, is often treated as a footnote in policy discussions yet it represents a 

significant and growing private subsidy to an underfunded public good, with costs falling disproportionately on 

teachers in the most under-resourced schools. 
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According to the 2025 AdoptAClassroom.org Teacher Survey, which collected responses from over 3,700 certified 
K–12 teachers across all 50 states and U.S. territories, the average teacher spent $895 out-of-pocket on school supplies 

during the 2024–2025 school year. This figure represents a 49% increase since 2015, when the average was 

approximately $601. The survey also found that 97% of teachers reported that their school-provided supply budget 

with a reported median of just $200 was insufficient to meet classroom needs (AdoptAClassroom.org, 2025). 

These figures are not uniformly distributed across the profession. Teachers in high-needs schools tend to spend more 

out-of-pocket than their peers in affluent districts. California teachers, for instance, spend an average of $991.61 
annually nearly $100 above the national average while teachers in high-needs elementary schools spend 

approximately $880, slightly above the national figure but reflecting the particular challenges of serving students who 

arrive at school without basic materials (AdoptAClassroom.org, 2025). 

Table 2: Trends in Teacher Out-of-Pocket Classroom Spending (2015–2025) 

Source: AdoptAClassroom.org Teacher Surveys (2015, 2018, 2021, 2023, 2025). Note: 2025 data from Spring 

2025 survey of 3,700+ K–12 certified teachers. 

Year 
Avg. Out-of-

Pocket Spending 

Change from 

Prior Period 

% with 2nd 

Job 

% Saying Budget 

Insufficient 

2015 $601   ~16% ~89% 

2018 $662 +10.2% ~17% ~91% 

2021 $750 +13.3% ~18% ~93% 

2023 $860 +14.7% ~16% ~95% 

2025 $895 +4.1% (+49% 

since 2015) 
20% 97% 

 

4.2 What Teachers Buy and Why 
The 2025 AdoptAClassroom.org survey reveals the categories of spending that teachers prioritize with their own 

funds. Some 82% purchased essential supplies such as paper, pencils, and markers consumables that any functioning 

classroom requires but that institutional budgets frequently fail to cover adequately. Some 66% reported buying food 
for students, a figure that underscores the extent to which hunger and poverty follow children into the classroom. 

Meanwhile, 64% invested in books and inclusive learning materials, reflecting widespread awareness that standard 

curriculum materials do not meet the needs of diverse learners (AdoptAClassroom.org, 2025). 

The motivation behind this spending is telling. According to the survey, 81% of teachers reported that their primary 
motivation for spending out-of-pocket was the desire for every student to have equal opportunities a response that 

reveals both the genuine commitment of educators and the structural failure of institutions to guarantee the minimum 

conditions for equitable learning. As a teacher in Greensboro, NC noted: the rising cost of supplies threatened to 
leave her without the resources she needed to support her preschool students' development (AdoptAClassroom.org, 

2025). 

The personal financial consequences are significant. Some 20% of teachers surveyed in 2025 reported working a 
second job a 25% increase from 2023 suggesting that financial strain from a combination of insufficient compensation 

and out-of-pocket classroom spending is pushing educators toward secondary employment. Meanwhile, 14% 

indicated they were considering leaving the profession within the next year. This retention risk is particularly acute 

in under-resourced schools, where out-of-pocket spending burdens are highest (AdoptAClassroom.org, 2025). 

Subiaur and Chen (2021) provide complementary quantitative evidence, examining the relationship between local 

district expenditures and SAT outcomes. Their findings suggest that per-pupil spending has a measurable effect on 

academic performance metrics, reinforcing the case that resource adequacy matters and that the informal private 

contributions of teachers cannot substitute for adequate public investment over the long run. 
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Table 5: What Teachers Buy Out-of-Pocket and Why It Matters for Learning Resource Inequality 

Source: AdoptAClassroom.org (2025). 2025 Teacher Survey (n = 3,700+ certified K–12 teachers across all 50 

states). 

Category of Purchase % of Teachers 
Significance for Learning Resource 

Inequality 

Essential Supplies (paper, pencils, 

markers) 
82% Reveals how underfunded schools shift 

procurement costs to teachers 

Food for Students 66% Exposes poverty-driven food insecurity 

directly impacting learning 

Books and Inclusive Learning 

Materials 

64% Highlights curriculum resource gaps 

disproportionate in low-income schools 

Technology Accessories ~45% Digital divide amplified when districts 

cannot fund device or connectivity needs 

Classroom Décor / Organization ~38% Environmental quality of learning space 

varies by teacher personal budget capacity 

Figure 4: Teacher Out-of-Pocket Spending vs. Institutional School Supply Budget (2025) 

 
Side-by-side bar chart comparing average teacher out-of-pocket spending ($895) versus the median school-provided 

supply budget ($200) for the 2024–2025 school year, with a supplementary trend line showing out-of-pocket spending 

growth from $601 in 2015 to $895 in 2025. The chart visually demonstrates the growing gap between institutional 
provision and teacher self-funding. 

Source: Amartey (2026); AdoptAClassroom.org (2025); Goldhaber et al. (2015). 
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5. Student Outcomes and the Inequality-Achievement Nexus 

5.1 Academic Performance Disparities 

The resource gaps described above translate into measurable student outcome disparities. Liu and Lu (2026) 

conducted a multifaceted analysis of school-level factors contributing to SAT score disparities across diverse regions, 
finding that socioeconomic composition, instructional resource availability, and school leadership quality interact to 

produce systematically unequal academic achievement landscapes. High-poverty schools consistently underperform 

on standardized metrics, creating cycles in which resource disadvantage at the school level compounds structural 

disadvantage in the community. 

Tan, Gao, Hong, and Song (2023) examined the relationship between socioeconomic status and science self-efficacy 

across multiple national contexts, finding that the negative effects of low socioeconomic status on students' academic 

confidence are robust and partially mediated by resource access. Students who lack books, technology, and qualified 
teachers not only underperform on tests they come to see themselves as incapable of academic success, a self-limiting 

belief that research on school leadership and goal-setting can sometimes disrupt (Smith, Gümüş, & Reimer, 2024). 

The long-run consequences of early resource inequality are especially pronounced. Chetty, Deming, and Friedman 
(2025) demonstrated that access to highly selective private colleges an outcome shaped substantially by early 

educational resource quality and preparation has profound effects on occupational sorting and the reproduction of 

elite social networks. Students from under-resourced backgrounds who do not access selective higher education face 
compounded barriers to leadership positions, reinforcing the connection between K–12 resource inequality and long-

run social stratification. 

5.2 School Leadership and Intervention 

School leadership quality is increasingly recognized as a mediating factor between resource levels and student 
outcomes. Smith, Gümüş, and Reimer (2024) found that goal-setting practices by school leaders significantly 

influenced students' decisions about further education, with effects modulated by the school's socioeconomic 

composition. In high-poverty schools, strong leadership partially compensated for resource disadvantages suggesting 

that investing in school administrator capacity may be a high-leverage strategy for equity promotion. 

Baker, Orr, and Young (2007) examined the academic and professional landscape of educational administration, 

finding evidence of institutional drift and distributional challenges in producing qualified school leaders for high-

need settings. Baker, Wolf-Wendel, and Twombly (2007) explored the faculty pipeline in educational administration 
programs, raising concerns about the diversity and orientation of the field's future leaders. These pipeline challenges 

have downstream implications for the quality of leadership in schools serving disadvantaged communities, where 

leadership quality most needs reinforcing. 

Wrye (2026) argues that the coming era of public education will require a new model of school leadership one that 

integrates data-driven resource stewardship with culturally responsive pedagogy and a commitment to structural 

equity. This vision aligns with the evidence reviewed in this article: the path from resource inequality to equitable 
outcomes runs directly through the quality of leadership decisions made at the school and district level. 

6. Policy Implications and the Path Forward 

6.1 Rethinking Adequacy 

Saldaña and Wiley (2025) argue compellingly that the prevailing framework of educational adequacy focused on 

meeting minimum standards is insufficient for achieving true educational justice. Under an adequacy framework, 
policymakers ask whether schools have 'enough' resources to produce a basic minimum of outcomes. The evidence 

reviewed in this article suggests the framework itself may be the problem: as long as equity aspirations are defined 

by minimums rather than genuine opportunity equality, structural disparities will persist. 

A justice-oriented framework, by contrast, would ask not whether each school has minimally adequate resources, but 

whether every student has access to the full range of educational experiences, materials, mentorship, and opportunities 

that a well-resourced education can provide. This is a more demanding standard, but the empirical evidence from 

Jackson et al. (2016) to Amartey (2026) suggests that it is also the standard most likely to produce the hoped-for 

reductions in income inequality and social immobility. 

6.2 Strategic Reallocation Over Blunt Increases 

The most actionable finding from Amartey's (2026) analysis is that reallocating existing education budgets rather 
than simply increasing total spending can yield significant equity dividends. Specifically, shifting resources from 
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capital construction and debt service payments toward classroom instruction, student support services, and 
operational expenditures is associated with consistent Gini reductions, with effects largest in the most unequal 

counties. 

For policymakers, this finding has several implications. First, it suggests that budget composition should be an explicit 
policy target, subject to equity review in the same way that total funding levels are scrutinized. Second, it implies 

that high-debt school districts many of which are in lower-income areas face a compounding disadvantage from 

interest obligations that crowd out operationally productive expenditures. Debt refinancing programs or state 

assumption of local debt burdens could therefore be a meaningful equity intervention. Third, it underscores that even 
in periods of flat or declining state education budgets, counties can improve equity outcomes through compositional 

reallocation. 

6.3 Addressing Teacher Out-of-Pocket Spending 
The scale of teacher out-of-pocket spending documented by AdoptAClassroom.org (2025) represents a market failure 

and an equity problem simultaneously. It is a market failure because teachers whose compensation does not reflect 

this hidden cost are effectively subsidizing public education from personal income, distorting the true cost of 
operating a classroom. It is an equity problem because this spending is heaviest in the schools where institutional 

provision is weakest, meaning that student resource access depends partly on the personal financial capacity and 

willingness of individual teachers. 

Direct policy responses include raising the federal tax deduction for educator classroom expenses (currently capped 
at $300, far below the average $895 teachers spend); creating state-level revolving funds or procurement programs 

that reduce per-unit costs for essential classroom supplies; and incorporating supply adequacy standards into school 

funding formulae. Longer-term solutions require addressing the structural underfunding of high-poverty districts that 

creates the conditions in which teachers feel obligated to self-fund. 

6.4 Reducing Teacher Sorting Inequality 

Equalizing the distribution of teacher talent and experience across schools requires addressing both the incentive 
structures that drive sorting and the working-condition disparities that make high-need schools less attractive career 

destinations. Financial incentives including loan forgiveness programs, salary supplements for high-need placements, 

and targeted housing subsidies in expensive metropolitan areas can shift the calculus. But research by Doyle and 

Easterbrook (2024) suggests that normative change within teacher education programs may be equally important: 
trainee teachers whose beliefs about inequality and opportunity lead them to avoid high-need schools may not change 

their behavior solely in response to monetary incentives. 

Prøitz, Skedsmo, Johansson, Strietholt, and Huber (2025) note that assessment practices, organizational contexts, and 
fairness perceptions all interact to shape how educational resources flow through school systems including human 

resources like teacher talent. Professional development equity, as Glassow, Gustafsson, and Kirsten (2025) document, 

requires both supply-side investments in accessible PD offerings and demand-side changes in school cultures that 

value ongoing teacher learning. 

Fakhrorazi, Hartini, Omar, and Ikhsan (2025) demonstrate from the context of workforce capacity development that 

executive and continuing education investments yield measurable gains when properly targeted. Analogous logic 

applies to teacher professional development investment in high-need schools: not all PD is equally effective, and 
strategic investment in proven, context-relevant approaches offers a path to closing quality gaps over time. 

7. Conclusion 
Educational learning resource inequality in the United States is a multi-layered problem that resists simple diagnosis 

or singular solutions. The evidence reviewed in this article establishes several key conclusions. First, per-pupil 

spending disparities between wealthy and low-income counties are substantial and persistent, reflecting the property-

tax-based funding structure that ties school resources to local wealth. Second, and perhaps most importantly, the 
composition of education spending matters more than its total level for reducing income inequality outcomes a finding 

that offers actionable guidance to policymakers beyond simple budget increase advocacy (Amartey, 2026). 
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Third, structural socioeconomic factors particularly poverty and median household income remain the dominant 
drivers of inequality at the county level, reminding us that education finance reform cannot be decoupled from broader 

anti-poverty policy. Fourth, teacher quality is unequally distributed across schools, with the most experienced 

educators concentrated in affluent districts and high-need schools bearing the greatest burden of novice teachers and 
high turnover (Goldhaber et al., 2015; Clotfelter et al., 2006). Fifth, teachers in under-resourced schools are absorbing 

an increasingly large personal financial burden spending an average of $895 out-of-pocket in 2025, a figure that has 

grown 49% since 2015 to compensate for institutional resource shortfalls that public policy should address 

(AdoptAClassroom.org, 2025). 

Taken together, these findings call for a reorientation of how the nation thinks about educational equity. The path 

forward requires not just more money though adequate funding remains essential but smarter allocation, stronger 

accountability for spending composition, meaningful support for teachers as essential human infrastructure, and 
sustained commitment to addressing the poverty and socioeconomic conditions that underlie the most stubborn 

learning resource gaps. An equitable education system is not merely a moral aspiration; it is, as Schultz (1963), 

Jackson et al. (2016), and Chetty et al. (2025) collectively demonstrate, one of the highest-return public investments 

a society can make. 

Future research should continue to develop causal identification of spending composition effects, examine the 

interaction between school finance reform and community-level socioeconomic change, and investigate how 
innovative school leadership and professional development practices can amplify the equity returns to resource 
investments already in place. The evidence base is growing and it is calling unmistakably for action. 
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