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Pittsburgh’s  $18,500 Student 

 
Once again the Pittsburgh School Board is mired in controversy over its budget.  In light of the 
outrageous amount of money the District spends, one would think that there would be enough to 
make everyone happy.  Obviously, that is not the case. 
 
The Pittsburgh School District offers a clear refutation of the education establishment’s argument 
that more spending produces better academic performance.  First of all, for 2001-2002, Pittsburgh 
schools will spend $489 million on general operations or $13,000 per student, ranking Pittsburgh 
among the highest spending districts in the state. However, when all other expenditures are added 
in--capital outlays, food service, supplemental funding, and special education--total spending in 
the current year tops $697 million or $18,524 per pupil. This is 80 percent more than the so-called 
"wealthy" district of Mt. Lebanon spends.   

 
2001-2002 Pittsburgh School Budget* 

   * 37,612 students  
 
As for the argument that the Commonwealth is shortchanging the Pittsburgh District, the facts say 
something very different. Over $214 million of Pittsburgh’s school revenue came from the 
Commonwealth, lifting the state’s per student funding to $5,697. This is nearly $2,400 more than 
the average Pennsylvania school district receives and $4,000 more than Mt. Lebanon, which gets 
only $1,557 per pupil.    
 
Along with its extremely high level of state and local spending, the Pittsburgh District is the 
recipient of significant contributions from the Federal government and from the foundation 
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2001-02 
Budget Area

2001-02 Budget 
Amount in 

millions
Spending 

Per Student

General 
Operating $489 $13,001
Food Service $15.3 $406
Capital $69.4 $1,845
Supplemental $51.1 $1,358
Special Ed $72.0 $1,914
Total $697 $18,524



community, totaling nearly $44 million. Federal spending funds various programs like Title I, 
Title II, and Title VI; initiatives for class size reduction, teacher development and school reform; 
and programs aimed at literacy, math, and science.  Foundations likewise fund programs aimed at 
academic subjects and school reform, some to lengthen the school day or school year.   
 
All told, the School District administers 65 supplemental programs aimed at either amplifying the 
basic instruction duties of the schools or at altering the way the school does business (grants for 
smaller classes, school reform, etc.). Such an array of overlapping programs must surely create 
administrative, record keeping and reporting nightmares.   
 
Even more unfortunate, the academic performance of Pittsburgh schools is not commensurate 
with its spending. For example, the District’s PSSA mean composite score of 1224 is well below 
the Pennsylvania average of 1313. Likewise, the District’s SAT mean composite score trails the 
Pennsylvania SAT score, which is itself a very poor showing in comparison to other states. 
Meanwhile, the Pittsburgh school attendance rate is lower than the state average, and its dropout 
rate nearly double.   
 
In short, the incredibly high spending and numerous programs have not produced the academic 
results Pittsburgh school defenders have argued they would. Nonetheless, it is doubtful whether 
the District is either willing or able to alter the situation any time soon.     
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