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Introduction

Effective teacher professional learning (PL) is one of the most  
promising levers we have for supporting student learning and 
addressing persistent problems of unequal access to educational 
opportunity. However, the PL models with the strongest evidence-
base also tend to be the most resource intensive, requiring a cadre of 
experienced educators who can dedicate sufficient time to facilitate 
intensive and ongoing work with teachers through 1-1 coaching and 
small-group collaborative learning opportunities. In the current climate 
of fiscal uncertainty, policymakers need a better understanding of 
current PL spending patterns and costs in order to shape effective PL 
and fiscal policy.

A growing body of robust evidence shows that PL can lead to large shifts in 
instructional quality and improvements to student learning as a result (Hill 
& Papay, 2022; Hill et al., 2022; Kraft et al., 2018). However, not all PL is 
equally effective (Arens et al., 2012; Garet et al., 2011; Hill et al., 2013). More 
traditional and less expensive one-shot workshops, where teachers are passive 
recipients of information, rarely lead to sustained improvements in instruction 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Desimone et al., 2002; Garet et al., 2001; Hill, 
2015; Harris & Sass, 2011; Jacob & McGovern, 2015; Knight & Skrtic, 2021). 
Even using more resource-intensive structures like coaching and facilitated 
group learning does not guarantee impact. Program effects tend to be smaller at 
scale and vary based on the details of the coaching model, who coaches are, and 
other aspects of implementation (Blazar & Kraft, 2015; Blazar et al., 2024; Kraft 
et al., 2018). Nonetheless, when it is effective, PL remains one of the primary 
strategies districts have for influencing the teaching and learning that happens 
in their classrooms. 

Despite its importance, PL is on the chopping block 
in many districts. Many districts used ESSER dollars—which 
have now ended—to fund PL (Benitez et al., 2023; Schwartz et 
al., 2023; U.S. Department of Education, 2023). High inflation, 
local policy changes, delayed federal payments, and federal funding 
uncertainty have all contributed to tight district budgets. These 
potential federal cuts include Title II-A, which provides targeted 
funding for PL (Jang & Bailes, 2025). Unlike teacher salaries, spending 
on PL is not a direct instructional cost and is not embedded in multi-year 
contracts. Unlike transportation, cutting PL spending will not have an obvious 
and immediate impact on students’ day-to-day experience. As a result, PL may 
be a particularly vulnerable line item when budgets tighten.

To effectively navigate the current fiscal climate, policymakers need a strong 
understanding of PL costs and historical spending patterns. Yet, our current 
knowledge of trends in PL costs and spending is quite limited. Existing 
research has focused almost exclusively on individual districts in a single 
school year, providing little information about national trends and no sense of 
how PL spending patterns have changed over time (Miles et al., 2017; Jacob 
& McGovern, 2015). Different choices about what counts as a PL cost means 
that we cannot make apples-to-apples comparisons across studies and districts 
(Alexander & Tang, 2019; Killion & Hirsh, 2012). 

In this brief, we take on this challenge. Using data from the National Center 
for Education Statistics F-33 district survey, we explore national trends 
in PL spending from 2001 to 2022. We show that while per-teacher PL 
spending has increased substantially over time, it has remained fairly constant 
as a share of district budgets. We also highlight substantial variation across the 
country, with clear differences between states and districts, including by district 
size, urbanicity, and student population. We conclude by comparing national 
spending trends to specific PL costs based on the Edunomics Lab’s recently 
published PL calculator.
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What counts when it comes to PL spending?

Prior work has attempted to calculate PL 
spending and costs in a variety of different 
ways, and there is still no consensus on 
what should count as PL spending. For 
example, including the cost of the time 
teachers spend in PL is important for 
understanding what teachers must give up 
in order to participate in PL programming, 
but isn’t useful when considering 
budgetary allocations. Teacher salary 
lanes and evaluation structures are clearly 
conceptually linked to PL, but they are not 
core PL programming costs. 

Different studies have counted different 
elements as PL, making direct comparisons 
difficult. In Table 1, we compare 3 studies—
TNTP’s The Mirage, a 2017 study by 
Miles and colleagues, and our analysis. 
For example, we do not include teacher 
evaluation costs as PL, while both other 
studies do. 

Our study uses data from a national panel 
called the F33, which offers the only 
nationally available data using a consistent 
definition of PL spending to allow 
comparison across districts and states. 
Data are also available over time, allowing 
us to explore change over more than 20 years.

The data are not perfect, though. Alongside 
PL costs, they include additional spending 
categories such as library and media 
services. However, our main findings are 
unlikely to be sensitive to the specific 
definitional quirks of the F33. We validate 
our findings using detailed financial data 

from both Texas and Rhode Island. In 
these states, we can separate out more 
clearly defined PL spending from additional 
categories like library spending.   
 
We find that:

	• State PL spending estimates are highly 
correlated with F33 estimates (r=0.70-
0.98) and that library and media 
spending explains much of  
this difference.

	• Library and media spending has also 
decreased somewhat over time, meaning 
that the increases we see in the F33 
per-teacher estimate over time are 
likely to be driven by true increases in 
PL spending rather than the inclusion of 
library and media services. 

	• As a result, while F33 may not provide 
a pure estimate of PL spending in total, 
we are much more confident about 
trends over time and differences across 
districts. Indeed, when we replicate our 
analyses using the sample of districts 
where both F33 and state PL estimates 
are available, we see similar trends over 
time and across districts across  
both estimates.

Table 1. Comparison of costs included in prior calculations of  
PL spending.

Cost Category
This Brief� 

(F33)
TNTP � 

Mirage
Miles �et 
al., 2017 Ideal*

Direct costs of formal PL activities 
(e.g. workshops, PL days, coaching, PLCs) 

External services (e.g. consultant and vendor 
fees)� fees and tuition for external workshops, 
�courses, and conferences

Salaries and stipends for PL leaders

Training and support for PL leaders

Stipends paid to teachers for attending PL

Substitute coverage while teacher  
�is attending PL 

Materials and facilities

Other, indirect costs

Opportunity cost of formal PL activities 
incluing administrator time and teacher costs

Curriculum development and planning

District-wide student assessment

Library and media services and �non-
classroom technology

Teacher salary lanes

Teacher evaluation

*This would be the ideal definition based on synthesis of prior literature

  yes	   unclear from available documentation  
 
 

Different studies include different spending  
categories when they calculate the costs of PL

Study
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Finding 1: On average, changes in PL spending have largely kept pace with other expenditures, increasing 
by $2,000 per teacher while remaining at around 3.5% of total expenditures between 2001–2022.

Several trends in education policy over the last  
25 years might lead us to expect to see increases in 
PL spending. Research has increasingly emphasized 
the value of resource-intensive PL structures, such 
as ongoing 1-1 coaching and professional learning 
communities (Knight, 2012; Kraft & Blazar, 2018). 
Using PL to improve teaching effectiveness was also 
a key focus of federal policy initiatives throughout 
this period, with NCLB, RTT, ESSA, and ESSER 
funding all including funding and provisions to 
support PL (Benitez et al., 2023; Chambers et al., 
2009; Davis, 2016; Massachusetts Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education, 2014; Rhode 
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Figure 1. Change in per-teacher spending 
from 2001-2022.

Island Department of Education, 2013; Riley, 2010; 
Schwartz et al., 2023; U.S. Department of Education, 
2013; U.S. Department of Education, 2023). States 
have also pushed new initiatives, including 
legislation requiring high-quality instructional 
materials and the science of reading, which have 
required additional investments in PL. 

Between 2001 and 2022, we do see an increase 
in per-teacher PL spending. However, PL spending 
increased only at the rate of overall educational 
expenditures, staying constant as a share of total 
district budgets.

Figure 1 shows how per-teacher PL spending 
changed over this period for the average district. 
Over the past two decades, the average district’s 
PL spending increased by 33% (or $2,100), from 
$6,200 per teacher in 2001 to $8,300 in 2022. PL 
spending has also remained relatively stable during 
economic downturns. Even during the 2008 Great 
Recession, we see only very modest declines in PL 
spending. However, the end of pandemic recovery 
dollars, which many districts used for PL, may have 
larger negative impacts on spending (Santelli et al., 
2025).

Per-teacher spending has increased  
by about $2,000 from 2001-2022.
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In Figure 2, we show the average change over time in PL spending as a 
percentage of a district’s total expenditures (bottom), expenditures on salaries 
and benefits for all staff (middle), and expenditures on salaries and benefits 
for instructional staff (top). These figures provide a sense of districts’ relative 
investment in PL, compared with other expenditures. Throughout the past two 

decades, PL spending has hovered around 3.5% of total expenditures, 5% of all 
staff salaries and benefits, and 7% of instructional staff salaries and benefits 
with minor rises and dips. As with per-teacher spending, we see essentially no 
decline during the Great Recession and a modest uptick in recent years with 
ESSER funds.

Figure 2. Change in PL spending as a percentage of total expenditures, staff expenditures, and instructional staff 
expenditures, 2001–2022.

Relative investment in PL compared with other educational expenditures has  
remained stable between 2001-2022.
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Where does the money spent on  
PL actually go?

In the F33, we can see how districts allocate their PL 
spending between personnel and non-personnel costs. 
By personnel costs, we mean salaries, stipends, and 
benefits for district employees, such as instructional 
coaches. By non-personnel costs, we mean payments 
to external vendors that provide PL services, tuition or 
conference fees, and costs for any materials, supplies, 
or venues. 

The average district allocates about 70% of its PL 
budget to personnel costs and 30% to non-personnel 
costs, a pattern that has remained strikingly stable 
over the past two decades despite the growing 
prominence of personnel-intensive models like 
coaching and PLCs (Archer, 2012; Kraft & Blazar, 
2018; Ng, 2024). 

While we can’t decompose PL spending any further 
using national F33 data, we can use state-specific data 
to make finer-grained distinctions in PL. We focus 
our analysis on Rhode Island, which offers detailed 
spending breakdowns in the state’s publicly available 
Uniform Chart of Accounts (UCOA). In addition to 
differentiating personnel from non-personnel costs, 
Figure 3 also shows key components of each of these 
categories. Compensation for coaches and other staff 
who facilitate or support PL is by far the largest share.1 
The average district in Rhode Island also spends about 
25% of its PL budget on PL services purchased from 
external vendors and 10% on teacher compensation 
for attending PL. Costs for materials and supplies 
make up less than 1%.

 
1  Costs for substitute coverage incurred when teachers miss 
class to attend PL are primarily included in compensation 
for other staff. Occasionally, these costs are included under 
purchased vendor services, when substitutes are externally 
contracted.

Figure 3. Percent of PL spending by category in Rhode Island.

Non-personnel 
spending 

27.88

Coach 
compensation

Other staff 
compensation

Compensation
 for attending PL 

Purchased PL
vendor services

Materials and supplies
 (2.7%)

30.41%

34.50%

9.87%

25.18%

Personnel 
spending 
74.79%

We can’t directly explore how well the patterns in RI generalize to other states. However, we can 
see that the breakdown between personnel costs and non-personnel costs in Rhode Island echoes 
the national patterns shown above, suggesting that patterns in Rhode Island are a reasonable 
starting point. 

The majority of PL spending goes to personnel costs.
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In Figure 7, we select a few states and districts 
that illustrate state and district-level variation in 
spending outcomes. We highlight three main points.  
 
First, there are substantial differences across state 
lines. For example, districts in Texas spend $6,258 
per teacher on average, while those in Florida 
spend more than twice as much ($15,366). At the 
same time, Texas has increased its investment in PL 
substantially over the past decade, while Florida has 
seen more modest growth. Finally, Massachusetts, 
which has an average spending level in between 
Texas and Florida, has experienced almost no 
growth in spending.  

Second, even within the same state there are 
substantial differences across districts. For example, 
Boston and Worcester are two of the largest districts 
in Massachusetts, but they have made strikingly 
different choices in PL spending, with Boston spending 
more than three times as much. Note that these 
differences do not only reflect recent choices about 
ESSER spending because both districts saw substantial 
declines in PL spending over the past decade. 

Third, the combination of differences across states 
and within states means that districts across the 
country are spending substantially different amounts 
on PL. For example, while Bridgeport ISD in Texas spent 
$2,519 per teacher, Orange County in Florida spent more 
than seven times more ($18,300).

Figure 7. Estimates of spending levels, change over time, and allocation of spending between 
personnel and non-personnel costs for select states and districts. 

Percent change in per-teacher 
spending 2014–2022 

Texas

Florida Orange
County

Florida 
Statewide

Broward 
County

Per-teacher spending, 2022*

Percent spend on 
personel, 2022

$15,366 $19,806 $12,943

27% 13% 53%

79% 77% 79%

San Antonio 
ISD

Texas 
Statewide

Bridgeport 
ISD

Per-teacher spending, 2022*

Percent spend 
on personel, 2022

$6,258 $19,948 $2,519

41% 65% 35%

74% 90% 83%

Percent change in per-teacher 
spending 2014–2022 

Worcester
Massachusetts 

Statewide 

Massachusetts

Boston

Per-teacher spending, 2022*

Percent spend on 
personel, 2022

$11,202 $6,917 $25,037

2.7% 62% 11%

*adjusted for cost of living differences

Percent change in per-teacher 
spending 2014–2022 

85% 98% 93%

Districts across the country spend very different amounts on PL.
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Finding 3: Larger districts and districts in cities tend to spend more on PL in both relative and absolute terms.

One possible explanation for the patterns we 
see in per-teacher spending (Figure 4) relates to 
basic characteristics of the district, such as size 
and urbanicity. Larger or more urban districts may 
choose to invest differently in PL, or there could 
be other differences driving costs. For example, 
even after adjusting for cost of living, larger 
districts might benefit from economies of scale in 
PL (enabling less spending) or have increased costs 
because of additional complexities related to their 
size. While the comparison between Boston and 
Worcester shows that differences in PL spending 
come from other sources as well, here we explore 
systematically how district size and urbanicity 
relate to spending. 

In Figure 8, we show the relationship between 
per-teacher spending, urbanicity, and district size 
(measured by the number of students served). We 
focus on data from 2022 as the most recent year 
available and adjust per-teacher spending for cost-
of-living differences using the CWIFT. 

Regardless of size, cities tend to spend much more 
per teacher. On average, districts in cities spend 
$2,600 more than rural districts, controlling for 
size. Larger districts also tend to spend more 
per teacher than smaller districts. For example, 
an average suburban district with less than 250 
students spends $6,863 per teacher, while an 
average suburban district with 15,000–20,000 
students spends nearly twice as much, or $12,564. 
This pattern is similar across levels of urbanicity. 

Figure 8. Per-teacher spending by urbanicity and district size.
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In general, these trends also hold when we use percent of total expenditures 
instead of per-teacher spending, indicating that larger districts and districts in 
cities invest more in teacher PL both in relative and absolute terms. 

These patterns in spending by district size also explain some of the regional 
patterns in spending seen above. Larger districts are particularly concentrated 
in the Southeast, Pacific Northwest, Mountain States, and California (U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.)—the 
first three of which also exhibit the highest PL spending levels. Cities are also 
concentrated in these four regions, as well as the East Coast (Glimpse, 2014). 

The limitations of our data and prior research make it difficult to confidently 
explain why larger and more urban districts tend to spend more. One possibility 
is that these districts just spend more overall. But, again, we see similar patterns 
when we look at PL spending as a share of total expenditures. In particular, 
while PL spending increases with district size, overall expenditures stay largely flat. 

An alternative is that larger and more urban districts tend to invest more in 
coaching, which prior literature suggests is more resource-intensive than other 
forms of PL and potentially less amenable to economies of scale (Barrett & Pas, 
2020; Knight, 2012; Knight & Skrtic, 2021). Indeed, in Rhode Island, where we 
have more granular data about PL spending, we see that both larger districts 
and more urban districts tend to spend more per teacher and employ more 
coaches per teacher, suggesting a more intensive investment in coaching. We 
also see in our data that larger districts tend to allocate a larger share of their 
PL spending to personnel costs, which could reflect a greater investment in 
coaches or other dedicated PL roles.
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Researchers have dedicated substantial effort to exploring how overall school 
spending relates to student characteristics like race and poverty status. While 
findings differ based on analytic methods, it is clear that money is not always 
distributed equally, particularly when taking differences in student needs into 
consideration (Bifulco & Souders, 2024; Blagg et al., 2022; Gordon & Reber, 
2023; Griffith & Burns, 2025; Rauscher & Fiel, 2025; Learning Policy Institute, 
2025; Morgan, 2022; Weathers & Sosina, 2019). 

Patterns in PL spending, however, tell a somewhat different story. In Figure 9, we 
show the relationship between per-teacher PL spending, the share of students 
of color, and the share of students eligible for Free & Reduced-Price Lunch 
(FRPL)2, adjusted for differences in cost of living, district size, and urbanicity. 
Districts serving more students of color tend to spend more per-teacher on PL, 
particularly in districts serving a majority (50% or more) students of color. 

However, the relationship between PL spending and student poverty rates is 
complex. Specifically, we see that districts with higher FRPL rates spend more 
on PL, but only in districts serving a majority of students of color. In majority-
white districts, PL spending decreases as FRPL rates increase, in line with the 
patterns in overall expenditures. Thus, the average high-poverty district (>80% 
FRPL) serving a majority of students of color spends more than $12,000 per 
teacher, while the average high-poverty district serving few students of color 
spends less than $6,000. 

These patterns may reflect a greater need for PL in districts serving more 
students of color and more students in poverty. These districts tend to serve 
more Multilingual Learners, for whom general education teachers report needing 
more professional learning and support to teach effectively (Bifulco & Souders, 
2024; Lee et al., 2025; Samson & Collins, 2012). These districts also tend to 
employ teachers with less experience, who are often targeted for additional and 
often more expensive PL supports, such as 1–1 coaching and mentoring (Booker 
& Russell, 2022; García & Weiss, 2019; Knight, 2012). Higher rates of teacher 
turnover may also require repeated investment in the same PL for the teachers 
replacing those who left. This is particularly true with curriculum-based 
professional learning, where one-time investments in supporting all teachers to 
learn a curriculum need to be repeated for new teachers. 

In addition to having a greater need for PL, districts serving more students 
of color and more students in poverty may also face particular economic and 
political conditions that promote greater relative investment in PL. In the face of 
poor student outcomes and accountability pressures, investments in teacher PL 
may be a particularly attractive lever for improvement. At the same time, lower 
staff costs³ may also mean these districts have more money available to invest in PL.  

Finding 4: On average, PL spending is highest in high-poverty districts serving mostly students of color  
and lowest in high-poverty districts serving mostly white students.

2 While recent work has highlighted challenges with using FRPL as a measure of student 
poverty (Fazlul et al., 2023), we employ this measure in our analyses because it captures 
characteristics of districts’ specific student population rather than the broader school-age 
population in the geographic area and because of its direct link to district eligibility for 
Federal funding through Title I. Patterns in spending are similar when we use SAIPE estimates 
in place of FRPL.

3 In our data, districts serving more students of color and more students in poverty also tend 
to spend a lower percentage of their budget on salaries and benefits for instructional staff. 
This is likely due to the fact that less experienced teachers tend to have lower salaries and 
these districts also tend to employ less experienced teachers (Tran & Buckman, 2020).
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Figure 9. Per-teacher spending by the percentage of students of color and percentage 
of students eligible for Free & Reduced-Price Lunch (FRPL).
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