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Stop spending money on
smaller classes

BY NOAH SMITH - NOAHPINION - 28 SEPTEMBER 2026
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I'm a little late to this story, but New York Times columnist Nikole
Hannah-Jones wrote a very complex and interesting post about sending
her daughter to a crappy New York City public school. She was motivated
by egalitarian impulses, but it turned out to be bad for her daughter, and
later she felt guilty about making her child pay the cost of her own social
experiment.

Now, I went to public schools myself, and I'm generally biased toward
public schools. Not everyone has a negative experience like Hannah-
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Jones; Matt Yglesias sent his kid to a low-income public school in D.C. and
had a good experience. The people who respond to Hannah-Jones’ article
by saying that America’s public schools in general are failing are just
wrong. In general, American schools get pretty good value for the money
they spend, and American kids do well on international standardized
tests.

But some of our public schools are really bad, and Hannah-Jones unfor-
tunately encountered one of these. The school only pretended to teach her
daughter, giving her great grades when she actually didn’t understand the
material at all:

Algebra...was a subject [my daughter Najya] believed she knew...Na-
jya had earned A’s in the class...One night early in the semester as
we were eating dinner, Najya gushed about how easy the [standard-
ized] test had been. “I know I got an A, or at least a B,” she said
smiling. A few days later, she came into the house, ran to her room
without speaking, slammed the door and sunk to her floor, sobbing.
She’d failed it.

This became an unbearable pattern. She’d come home glowing
about an algebra exam because she “really knew the material this
time” and my stomach would tie into knots. A few days later, I'd
trail her upstairs to find her crumpled on her bed. “I studied so
hard. I just feel so dumb.”

Giving students good grades when they don’t understand the material
is the hallmark of a crappy school. In fact, this epidemic of fake grades is
spreading; University of California professors are complaining that their
students can’t do middle-school math. This is partly UC’s fault, for drop-
ping standardized tests as an admission criterion, and letting in unpre-
pared students. But blame also lies with the crappy schools who hand out
A’s without actually teaching.

What can fix our crappy schools? Hannah-Jones blames a lack of
funding for low-income predominantly Black schools:

[N]ationally, schools in predominantly nonwhite districts receive
$23 billion less in annual funding than their heavily white
counterparts, according to a 2019 analysis by EdBuild. In everything
that we measure, these schools have less, even though the econom-
ically struggling student bodies they serve need more. And so the
test scores and poor academic performance that typify these
schools reflect not just the disadvantage of the students but, more
essentially, the disadvantage of the schools.

This is absolutely ridiculous, and represents a very basic math error.
Obviously what should matter here is spending per student, not total
spending. We spend more on predominantly white districts than on pre-
dominantly nonwhite districts because there are a lot more
predominantly white districts in America!

Brookings came out with a great report on school spending equity this
year. It turns out that although there’s some inequity in the middle of the
distribution, it’s also true that poor, predominantly nonwhite schools in
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America (the rightmost bar on these charts) actually get a lot more funding
per student than other schools, even when you adjust for the local cost of
living:

Average per-pupil spending in 2020, with and
without adjusting for CWIFT

Not adjusted for CWIFT

By child poverty By % non-white
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Source: Brookings

Note that this chart excludes NYC, where things are even more lop-
sided. And we’ve been pouring increasing amounts of money into the
poorest, least-white schools in America — especially in NYC — since the
turn of the century:
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Inflation-adjusted per-pupil spending by percent
non-white enrollment quintile
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This is not to say that even more funding wouldn’t help poor mostly-
Black schools. These schools might just need a lot more money to begin
with. And funding increases have helped these schools in the past.

But we need to ask: What will the schools do with the money? If they
just spend it on things that don’t matter, while handing students like
Nikole Hannah-Jones’ daughter straight A’s without actually teaching the
material, then we’ll just be throwing good money after bad, and people
will get mad.

What do schools waste money on? Some people have pointed the finger
at administrative bloat:

But historically, K-12 schools have hired a lot more teachers than admin-
istrators:
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Figure 10. Teachers and Other Staff per 100 Students,

US Elementary and Secondary Public Schools, 1950-2015
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Note: “Teachers” includes instructional aides. “Other” refers
to any staff not included in the other two categories.
Source: NCES.

Source: Helland and Tabarrok (2019)

Administrative hiring has picked up a bit since that chart came out, but
so has teacher hiring. “Teachers per student” is still comfortably ahead,
and rising:

Teachers and other staff per 100 students
U.S. public elementary and secondary schools, 1950-2022

Full-time-equivalent staff per 100 students
Teachers + aides

8.33

Other staff
5.36

Principals +
administrators

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2022

Source: NCES via GPT-6

If the number of teachers per student is going up, it must mean class
sizes are going down. Indeed, America has been engaged in a multi-gener-
ational effort to give public school students smaller classes:
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Major efforts to reduce class size continue. The state of New York
recently passed a law mandating maximum class sizes, forcing New York
City to hire lots more teachers — at the cost of about $1 billion to the city
budget.

I've been hearing all my life that smaller classes will improve the qual-
ity of education. People still regularly make this argument. For example,
in 2023, in the Washington Post, Valerie Strauss wrote:

[A]lnybody who has been in a classroom knows the virtues of classes
that are smaller rather than larger even without the research that
has been shown to bear that out...a 2014 review of major research...
found class size matters a lot, especially for low-income and
minority students.

Diane Ravitch agreed.

But does the evidence really support the idea that smaller classes are
better for students? Not really. The 2014 review that Strauss linked to, by
Diane Schanzenbach, cites only a few quasi-experimental studies. Most
prominent among these is Dynarski, Hyman, and Schanzenbach’s 2013
analysis of STAR, a pilot program in Tennessee that reduced class sizes,
which found significant positive results:

We found that assignment to a small class increases students’ prob-
ability of attending college by 2.7 percentage points, with effects
more than twice as large among black students. Among students en-
rolled in the poorest third of schools, the effect is 7.3 percentage
points. Smaller classes increased the likelihood of earning a college
degree by 1.6 percentage points and shifted students toward high-
earning fields such as STEM (science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics), business, and economics.

Most other quasi-experimental evaluations of class size also rely on pi-
lot programs, since reducing class sizes is expensive. But Schanzenbach
also cites a very important study from 1999 by Angrist and Lavy that
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covered the entire country of Israel. Israeli public schools capped class
sizes at 40, because of an obscure rabbinical law known as Maimonides’
Rule. If enrollment in a class randomly had more than 40 students, you
had to divide the class. Angrist and Lavy found that when the rule was
triggered, students did better academically. This is a paper I learned about
in grad school.

But what Schanzenbach didn’t know is that Angrist and Lavy’s 1999 res-
ult hasn’t held up. In 2019, Angrist and Lavy, together with Leder-Luis and
Shany, published an update to their study called “Maimonides’ Rule Re-
dux”. They report that the effect of class sizes disappeared in the 2000s.
They fail to find a reason why, and speculate that their earlier result may
have simply been a historical anomaly:

The Maimonides Rule identification strategy for class size effects
generates precisely estimated zeros in large Israeli samples for
2002-2011...The estimates of zero class size effect in more recent data
contrast with the substantial negative class size effects reported by
Angrist and Lavy (1999)...0n balance, it seems fair to say that the
1991 results are unusual in showing strong class size effects, while
the null effects reported for 1992 have emerged as more representat-
ive of the causal relationship between class size and test scores in Is-
rael.

That would be consistent with the finding of Hoxby (2000), who looks at
the impact of similar (though less biblical) maximum class size rules, and
finds zero effect. Schanzenbach dismissed Hoxby’s result as “an unre-
solved puzzle”, but it turns out that it might have been the norm rather
than an exception. Filges et al. (2018) do a more systematic meta-analysis
(including four papers that evaluated Tennessee’s STAR program), and
find that reducing class sizes has basically no beneficial effect:

Overall, the evidence suggests at best a small effect on reading
achievement. There is a negative, but statistically insignificant,
effect on mathematics. For the non-STAR studies the primary
study effect sizes for reading were close to zero but the weighted
average was positive and statistically significant. There was some
inconsistency in the direction of the primary study effect sizes for
mathematics and the weighted average effect was negative and stat-
istically non-significant. The STAR results are more positive, but do
not change the overall finding. All reported results from the studies
analysing STAR data indicated a positive effect of smaller class sizes
for both reading and maths, but the average effects are small.
[emphasis mine]

Opartny et al. (2025) do an even bigger meta-analysis, and find the same:

We build a sample of 2,819 estimates collected from 66 studies and
for each estimate classify 42 factors that reflect estimation context...
The implied class size effect is negligible for all identification ap-
proaches except Tennessee’s Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio
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project and for all contexts except classes of fewer than 15 students.
[emphasis mine]

And remember that the positive evidence — mainly STAR, but also a
similar program in Wisconsin — generally comes from small pilot pro-
grams. A well-known problem in economics is that when you scale pro-
grams up from small-scale to large-scale, beneficial effects often disap-
pear. Chingos (2012) reports disappointing results from Florida’s statewide
class size reduction policy:

I estimate the impact of Florida's statewide CSR policy by compar-
ing the deviations from prior achievement trends in districts that
were required to reduce class size to deviations from prior trends in
districts that received equivalent resources but were not required to
reduce class size...The results from both the district- and school-
level analyses indicate that mandated CSR in Florida had little, if
any, effect on student achievement.

Although Jepsen and Rivkin (2009) do find very small positive effectsl
from California’s statewide policy, they also identify a major stumbling
block for class size reduction — a lack of qualified teachers:

[T]he increase in the share of teachers with neither prior experi-
ence nor full certification dampened the benefits of smaller classes,
particularly in schools with high shares of economically
disadvantaged, minority students.

Teacher quality matters a lot! In fact, this is a clear conclusion from
the education literature. Review papers like Jackson et al. (2014) and
Hanushek and Rivkin (2011) find big positive effects from teacher quality.

And there just isn’t an infinite supply of good teachers. Even if we were to
dumb down standards and hand out teaching certifications essentially for
free, that wouldn’t make teachers actually better at their jobs. Our obses-
sion with shrinking class sizes is causing us to use up the available pool of
good teachers, and start hiring bad ones. That tends to cancel out any
potential positive effect from smaller class sizes.

This also happens through the sneaky mechanism of budget con-
straints. Any given education budget can be used to raise teachers’ salaries
— which will attract a higher caliber of worker to the profession — or to
increase the number of teachers. Our obsession with using budgetary
increases to increase the quantity of teachers, rather than to pay teachers
more and raise the quality, looks like a miscalculation.

We should be spending more money on educating our poorest and most
disadvantaged students. But that money should be spent less on flooding
those schools with ever more teachers of questionable quality, and more
on raising pay to attract highly competent people capable of making a big
difference in disadvantaged kids’ lives. If we did that, then stories like
Nikole Hannah-Jones’ might be more of a rarity in America.
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About 0.03 standard deviations. For references, 0.03 standard devi-
ations on the SAT would be about 3 points out of 1600.

reporting on everything

BY ADAM ALEKSIC - THE ETYMOLOGY NERD - 29 SEPTEMBER 2026

edia freaks love when a Weird Thing Happens. We are vultures
M scavenging subcultures like carrion, gnawing over esoteric
conflicts and contradictions. Feed me your covid-conscious lesbian bar in
Western Massachusetts. Toss me a morsel of that pro-data-center party in
DC. Surely I'll tear off the tastier piece of ragebait.

Gonzo journalism is back in vogue. It’s hip to be ever-so-slightly
complicit in gooning subculture or agentic discourse or the dinergoth
scene, as long as you can retreat to a sense of editorial detachment. These
are the weirdos, not me—I'm just reporting on the phenomenon.

I went to that pro-data-center party, just like I went to the anti-data-
center parties in New York City. It’s the same incestuous swarm of
substackers and journalists accidentally interviewing other substackers
and journalists. Everybody wants to be first to the spectacle, to have that
smug victory of categorizing the sideshow into ruthlessly accurate arche-
types.

And oh boy was it a thrill to actually talk to the AI finance crypto star-
tup libertarian swamp creatures. It’s tempting to write about how the pro-
data-center gender ratio was 5:1 or how that one Palantir employee
proudly described himself as “spiritually Israeli” or how the protesters
were booed off the stage by people chanting USA USA USA. But that’s
what everybody else is writing about. It was more accurately a bunch of
horny young republicans flirting with each other.

Same with the Luddite parties. I could describe the carabiner-wearing
alt tattooed artists locking their flip phones in Yondr pouches, but they’re
really just a bunch of horny young progressives flirting with each other.

I remember meeting the gooning article guy at a Luddite rave a while
back. He’s working on a book, and I'm sure it’s going to be very well writ-
ten. But you also get the sense that he’s running from something. He
couldn’t go a minute without hitting his vape and making some kind of
snide remark about the other party-goers.

Clearly, I'm also running from something. All the media vultures are,
because we were never here for the story. That was always a pretense for
the adrenaline rush of pinning up another specimen for dissection. In our
briefly ironic moment of inhabiting the Weird Thing Happening, we feel
alive before once again withdrawing to the postmodern discomfort of
collecting ideologies like trading cards.

That Sam Kriss article covering the founders of Sperm Racing was in-
credible. But I also know the founders of Sperm Racing, and toured their
headquarters a week before the piece came out. Everything Kriss wrote
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was accurate: it is a “social-media hype machine” run by agentic content
hustlers. They’re also incredibly complex humans with a range of motiva-
tions and beliefs. So are the progressives and republicans and writers I'm
writing about. When we categorize them, we reduce them so that we may
vicariously experience their stories.

Not that there isn’t value to this kind of reporting. I think the Sperm
Racers should be scrutinized for their line of work. I think there’s a public
interest to reporting about gooning and data centers and the woke pockets
of New England. But the main appeal, to both the journalists and the pub-
lic, is a voyeuristic feeling of superiority over the Other. Our self-congrat-
ulatory critique opens a window into their lives, distracting us from living
our own.

Last February, I went with my journalist friend to Groundhog Day in
Punxsutawney. It was incredible. The town is covered in groundhog
statues and the festival rages from midnight to the early morning. At one
point, the Star-Spangled Banner starts playing and morphs into the Imperi-
al March from Star Wars. Then Josh Shapiro gets on stage and shouts that
PETA can take our groundhog over his dead body. The crowd goes crazy
and fireworks explode overhead.

Part of the appeal was the gimmick—it’s easy to read the event through
a camp or provincializing lens—but both of us agreed that we really just
wanted to be there. Hell yeah I want to get excited over a soothsaying ro-
dent. Maybe I should suspend my pretensions, stop labeling everything,
and actually just be here. Or, you know, I could write another substack es-
say.
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