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Investing in Great Schools for All Students 
With Effective Supports, Children Can Overcome Barriers to Academic Success 

Public education is part of the foundation of a thriving state. High-quality public schools embody our 
commitment to ensure that all children have the opportunity to learn and succeed. Good schools also 
strengthen our economy by building a skilled workforce and making Maryland an attractive place to live and 
do business. 

That’s why it is essential to guarantee that children in every part of Maryland have access to first-rate 
public schools. We now have a rare opportunity to turn that promise into a reality, thanks to a top-to-bottom 
review of our education system currently under way in Annapolis. If this process generates effective reforms, 
it will benefit Maryland children and our economy for many years to come. 

Maryland Should Do More to Help Students Overcome Barriers 
One of the most important tasks before policymakers is to design an effective system of supports for 

students who face obstacles to learning. When children grow up in families that struggle to afford the basics, 
they often face an array of challenges in daily life. They are more likely to develop health problems than 
children in wealthier families. They don’t always have reliable access to necessities like food, housing, and 
health care. Many face environmental hazards in the home and violence outside of it. These challenges can 
take a toll on the body and mind, producing physiological stress and interfering with brain development. As a 
result, children in low-income families often have a harder time in school than their wealthier peers. 

Compensatory education aid is an essential policy tool that helps children overcome these barriers. 
It is a targeted state education grant intended to help school districts effectively serve low-income students. A 
large body of research shows that providing additional funding—and investing it in evidence-based practices 
like expanded learning time and one-on-one tutoring—can make a big difference in children’s lives. 
Unfortunately, Maryland’s current school funding system leaves too many students behind. 

§ Twenty of Maryland’s 24 school districts are now underfunded, thanks to a series of gradual cuts to state 
aid following the Great Recession.i School districts with lower property values and incomes were hit 
hardest, as they are the most dependent on funding from the state. 

§ Independent analyses by the Maryland Center on Economic Policy, the National Center on Education 
and the Economy, and the Education Law Center show that the Maryland school districts facing the 
greatest obstacles often are less well funded than other districts.ii 

§ Maryland’s compensatory education system is due for updates. The state’s method for counting low-
income students is becoming less effective, and our system does too little to address the unique 
challenges facing communities with concentrated poverty. The current reform process represents a 
chance to address these issues. 
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Maryland School Districts Facing Greater Obstacles 
Are Less Adequately Funded 
Funding adequacy and low income share, 2014–2015 school year 

 
Source: MDCEP analysis of Department of Legislative Services 
and MD Report Card data. 
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Better Policy Can Make a Difference 
In a new report, the Maryland Center on 
Economic Policy examines the state’s 
compensatory education system and 
recommends policy solutions to make it more 
effective. Policymakers should take three 
steps to ensure that all schools have the 
resources to set children up for success: 

§ MODERNIZE THE WAY LOW-INCOME 

STUDENTS ARE COUNTED. An effective 
compensatory education system requires 
accurate data on the number of low-
income students in each school district. 
The state historically counted students as 
low income if they were eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch. This method is less 
reliable today than in the past because 
many schools now provide free lunch to 
every student. A better method is direct certification, which involves matching school records with data 
from other public agencies that already collect income information. 

§ STRENGTHEN SUPPORT FOR LOW-INCOME DISTRICTS. Maryland’s lower-income school districts are less well 
funded than wealthier districts, which makes it harder for them to balance their budgets, attract well-
qualified teachers, and ensure that students succeed. To fix this imbalance, Maryland should strengthen 
compensatory education by increasing the low-income student weight used in the funding formula.  

§ TARGET RESOURCES TOWARD CONCENTRATIONS OF POVERTY. Currently, school districts get the same 
amount of compensatory education aid for each low-income student. However, the barriers students face 
magnify when large numbers of low-income students attend the same school. This makes it harder for all 
students in the school to succeed. Providing additional resources in communities that face concentrated 
poverty would enable students in these areas to access the supports they need to thrive. 

Maryland schools at their best show what is possible when we make strong investments in learning. 
However, not all children in our state have the same access to a first-rate education. The education policy 
review that is now under way presents an opportunity to ensure that all children can achieve their full 
potential. By strengthening Maryland’s supports for students who face barriers to learning, we can build an 
education system to be proud of. 
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