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e Teachers are the most important in-school factor for student success, yet we give teachers

almost no say in education funding decisions.

e Teacher spending accounts (TSAs) are state-funded accounts for K-12 teachers that are
designed to be used for classroom supplies and educational expenses such as instruc-
tional materials, technology, teacher coaching, and professional development.

o TSAs prioritize individual teacher autonomy and expertise by recognizing that teachers
are best positioned to tailor this “last mile” of education spending for the greatest impact.

e TSAsare one step toward envisioning a school funding paradigm that supports all teach-

ers, regardless of school type.

Browsing social media during back-to-school time,
one frequently encounters pleas from teachers to
help purchase classroom supplies through
#clearthelist' campaigns or to support their class’
DonorsChoose* projects. At a time of historically
high levels of education spending, why do teachers
require additional assistance to meet basic class-
room needs? How is it that a fifth-grade teacher
with 20 students—representing about $13,500
each in per-pupil funding3—has so little control
over how the more than a quarter million dollars
those students represent enters the classroom?

Education funding policies should put students’
and teachers’ needs first. An increasing number of
students now have access to education savings
accounts (ESAs), an increasingly popular policy
reform that puts education funds directly in fami-
lies’ hands to use at the school or education pro-
vider of their choice. I argue that teachers deserve
similar support and flexibility through teacher
spending accounts (TSAs).
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Funded with a base amount of $1,000, these
accounts could be additionally weighted based on
classroom or teacher need (e.g., students in pov-
erty, special education, or first-year teachers).
These accounts would be created at the state level
as a general benefit available to every qualifying
teacher in the state—regardless of whether they
teach in a traditional public, charter, or private
school.# Through TSAs, policymakers can directly
support teachers’ material needs and create a new
education funding mechanism that affirms their
central importance in schools.

TSAs and Educational Freedom

Over the past several years, the school choice
movement has experienced striking legislative
success in many states. These victories have
tracked with public opinion: People from all back-
grounds increasingly favor the more flexible use of



education dollars. As families encountered chal-
lenges during the pandemic, RealClear Opinion
Research and others found growing support for
school choice.5 A recent EdChoice survey of a nation-
ally representative group of parents found that
81.3 percent favored creating ESAs.® School choice
is clearly popular among parents, but what does
the educational freedom movement have to offer
teachers?

Though polling has shown that teachers are
somewhat less likely than parents to support
school choice policies, their support has also
trended upward in recent years. The most recent
EdChoice poll of teachers, from November 2022,
found that a majority (54 percent) of teachers sup-
ported ESAs. Support increased to 77 percent when
accompanied with a basic description.” Despite this,
the media narrative continues to pit school choice
against teachers. It is clear, however, that teachers
are looking for change in a system where they often
feel unsupported, overburdened, and frustrated by
bureaucratic inefficiencies. Advocates of greater
educational freedom should embrace this challenge
and place a greater emphasis on the importance of
teachers’ needs.

The Hidden Costs of Teaching

Every year, teachers are asked to spend money out of
pocket for classroom materials and professional devel-
opment activities. This past summer, an EdChoice
survey found that the average teacher had spent
$841 of their own money on classroom supplies and
professional development in the past year. Some
teachers spent thousands. For teachers in urban
areas, the average amount was $1,056 per year.?

This may substantially underestimate the costs
teachers incur. Teachers may be expected to spend
out of pocket to provide for their classroom tech-
nology needs. Teachers confronting social problems,
including student homelessness and extreme pov-
erty, may spend on items such as shoes or food for
hungry students. Particularly for new teachers,
who often teach in high-need contexts and are
equipping a classroom for the first time, the costs
are significant.

Unsurprisingly, TSAs are overwhelmingly pop-
ular with teachers. In that same survey, 90 percent
of teachers supported them.? TSAs are particularly

AMERICAN ENTERPRISE INSTITUTE

popular among teachers in their first four years of
teaching, and there is good reason to direct addi-
tional resources to teachers at the beginning of
their careers. Teachers tend to improve in quality
the most over the first five years in the classroom,
with inexperienced teachers most likely to impede
student achievement growth.'® Additional resources
available through TSAs could improve achievement
for students assigned to first-year teachers.” TSAs
could also help address the high rates of teacher
turnover in hard-to-staff school settings by provid-
ing additional resources and support.

The Challenges of Professional Devel-
opment

When it comes to their students, teachers place a
premium on differentiating instruction to enable
personalized learning. But the one-size-fits-all pro-
fessional development they receive falls short of
this ideal. Too often, professional development
leaves teachers feeling unengaged and resentful of
the time and money wasted on trainings they don’t
want or need.

TSAs give teachers a greater say in using profes-
sional development funds. While faculty meetings
and district trainings will be with us always, TSAs
also allow teachers to purchase services such as
coaching, books, specialized coursework, and
subscriptions to online education platforms—
whatever is most useful to that individual teacher.
TSAs increase teacher agency and flexibility to spend
for their own needs, whether those be material,
pedagogical, or technological.

Investing in Teachers

Creating a TSA program is a significant investment
that would affirm the central importance of teach-
ers to schools. I propose that approximately 1 per-
cent of state education funding be allocated to
teachers, with new dollars appropriated to include
charter and private school teachers. TSAs reasona-
bly ask legislators to give teachers a 1 percent con-
trol of education funding.

Because TSAs could be funded by a mix of exist-
ing and new dollars, they effectively function as a
substantial teacher pay raise (by offsetting high lev-
els of teacher out-of-pocket spending) without the



same spending increase a straight teacher pay raise
would require. Most decisions about classroom
supplies and professional development should be
shifted to teacher control. In this sense, TSAs are
not just a teacher pay raise; they are also a funda-
mental reform to a system that is not serving
teachers’ needs.

As an example, take my home state of Indiana.
The fiscal year 2022-23 budget includes $8.5 billion
for elementary and secondary education, which
funds Indiana’s schools with approximately
70,000 full-time teachers and just over one million
K-12 students.’? In the general fund, 1 percent is an
$850 million TSA program, which would sufficiently
seed $1,000 TSA accounts. Not every teacher will
spend their full $1,000 every year, preserving fund-
ing in the program to roll over. New spending
could be appropriated to fund the additional need-
based weights and qualifying teachers in charter
and private schools.

Supplement School Choice with Teacher
Freedom

For parents choosing where to send their child for
school, teacher and overall academic quality play a
central role in their decision-making process.!
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School choice advocates should focus on not only
making more choices available but strengthening
the quality of those choices. TSAs present an oppor-
tunity for education freedom advocates to support
teacher quality in all schools while empowering
educators and prioritizing their needs. Particularly
considering the compensation disadvantages most
private schools face when recruiting teachers,
TSAs can help level the playing field.

Teachers are well aware of the many ways in
which the current system is failing our students;
educational freedom advocates must do more to
fix the many ways the current system is failing our
teachers. TSAs provide an alternative means to
effectively increase teacher pay, direct more
resources to the classroom level, increase funding
for all classrooms serving lower-income students,
promote teacher autonomy and choice in spending
education dollars, and advocate for a new education
funding paradigm. Young and early career teach-
ers, who most often are those interested in innova-
tive education practices and school types, will
likely benefit the most from TSAs. As the school
choice movement looks to the future, inviting the
next generation of educators into the fold will help
ensure a future where all children have access to a
school of their choice untethered to ZIP code.

Patrick Graff is the director of legislative policy at the American Federation for Children and a doctoral can-
didate in sociology at the University of Notre Dame.
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