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On behalf of my colleagues at the Education Trust—West, I thank State Board President 
Mitchell and Board Members for the opportunity to provide testimony this morning about the 
state’s proposed accountability changes for the 97 school districts in California deemed most in 
need of assistance. 

First, as we speak today about “the 97 school districts”’ we must remember that we are talking 
about struggling districts educating a full one-third of our state’s school children.  The decision 
made by the Governor and leaders in this room, to intervene and target resources to the 
students in these districts should be applauded.  It sends a loud message to the educators and 
students in most need—that their burden won’t be shouldered alone.  Instead, state and local 
resources will be marshaled to their aid.  Indeed, no other state in the nation has done anything 
like this before.  And such audacity is perhaps exactly what California needs to spur some new 
momentum for students languishing in and hobbled by our states’ lowest performing districts.     

But a couple of weeks ago this Board submitted a letter under the signature of State Board 
President Mitchell and State Superintendent O’Connell to the US Department of Education 
seeking to replace the federal AYP measure with API for accountability.  To do that, especially 
for these 97 most struggling districts, amounts to little more than statistical gaming.  It 
backpedals on accountability, will hide lagging improvement and worse still, will mask growing 
achievement gaps.    

Indeed, had we been using API rather than English and Math proficiency targets laid out in AYP, 
most of the districts identified today for help today wouldn’t get it. Our preliminary analysis of 
districts in this group shows that about a full two thirds of them would never have even been 
identified as in need of assistance in the first place.  Overnight, instead of 97 districts, we’d be 
talking about 37.   Adults may feel better with a diluted definition of academic success, but 
students will be the ones who ultimately pay the price.  

That’s because API is, shall we say, rather anemic.  California’s API asks schools to do only a 
little bit better than the year before, but even flat or declining results are deemed adequate—so 
long as schools didn’t fall backwards very far.  Moreover, despite requests from the US 
Congress to the contrary, results for too many children—especially students of color, English 
Language Learners and the poor—continue to be swept under the rug in California.  Obviously, 
if we want more progress as a state, that needs to change.  We need more aggressive goals 
and we have to stop the practice of hiding children.   API and AYP together, can do that.  

But if State Chief O’Connell and President Mitchell had gotten their way, they’d have simply 
lowered the accountability bar and goals for student achievement so that struggling districts 
would appear to improve soon after this much-hyped state intervention we’re talking about 
today.  They’d appear helped without the state ever having to really help them.  In other words, 
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our first intervention as a result of this state’s historic move would be to change our core 
signaling system so that it signaled to more schools and districts, indeed most of the infamous 
97, that they were basically doing okay.

AYP v. API:  The Battle Continues

Though this Board’s membership has changed, this kind of attempt to circumvent strong federal 
accountability isn’t new.  Citing confusion over two “competing” models of accountability, 
California has spent much of the last 6+ years pushing to replace the federal AYP system with 
California’s API. This would be a critical error, especially for the 97 most struggling districts. 
 There are many discreet problems with API —among them, API asks that schools and districts 
reach a target of 800, which isn’t proficient on our state standards; and it allows schools to 
backpedal because if performance drops one year, the next year’s API target is lower.   

But our biggest concern with API is that is doesn’t ever demand enough growth to get kids 
proficient within a specified time period.  A strong accountability system should set goals for 
every student to be on a growth trajectory that promises to get them to proficiency within a 
specific time period, by a date-certain. API includes no notion of any target date, and its still 
minimal growth targets (5% of the difference between a school or LEA’s current API and the 
state goal of 800) allow for an unacceptable, open and never ending trajectory towards 
proficiency.   

Take Oakland Unified for example—there are many more—one of the districts on the list of 97.  
Our look at the trajectory allowed by API for OUSD is disturbing. If OUSD were to help its 
African American students reach the goal of 800, they would have until 2040 to do so.   Thirty-
two more years, and Black kids in Oakland still wouldn’t be proficient.  

Worse yet, API hides growing achievement gaps between groups of students.   In 2007, OUSD 
was considered a successful school district under the API system, while AYP signaled it as in 
need of improvement. All the while, achievement gaps were growing in the district. In 2003, only 
10% of African-American 10th graders were proficient on the English Language Arts CST, 
compared to 55% of their White counterparts. Four years later, 11% of African-American 10th

graders were at grade level in English, while 66% of white students were proficient.  An 11 
percentage point increase in the size of Oakland’s Black-White achievement gap. API alone 
would not have identified that Oakland needed help.   There would still be enough 
“improvement” to meet API goals.  The obvious lesson:  Some progress is not enough progress.   

If public education is going to serve as an engine of upward mobility, then expectations need to 
be pegged not just to where students come from, but where they need to go.  The reality is that 
there are absolute standards against which students will be judged, whether they go right to 
work or into postsecondary education. In the real world, there won’t be allowances based on 
family background or parents’ education level.  It is unfair to them not to require schools and 
districts to take responsibility for all of their students’ proficiency in an accelerated and 
aggressive time frame.   

Growth is Good.  But Toward What End?  Besides, We Can’t Measure it Anyway.

You’ve heard a lot lately about growth models.  And indeed, the letter submitted by this Board 
proclaimed California’s API to be a growth model.  It is not.  A true growth model asks whether 
students’ achievement is going up enough to put them on a path to proficiency within a certain 
number of years.  But if we are going to give schools credit for students who are growing but still 
aren’t proficient, we at least need to make sure we’re looking at individual students.  California’s 
lack of reliable, longitudinal, actionable student-level data makes it impossible to measure 
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individual learning gains over time. The infrastructure to collect and cross-reference the data is 
still in the early stages of development, and most districts don’t have the personnel or technical 
capacity to analyze data this way.  State Chief O’Connell has been an ardent supporter of good 
data and information, as has Governor Schwarzenegger, yet implementation of a longitudinal 
data system has been slow and riddled with politics. 

Without this robust data system, measuring the impact of our efforts and investments on 
students, we’re left with a lot of guess work.  But in the meantime, this Board can lead by 
example.  The level of state oversight and assistance promised to the 97 districts at issue today 
must also include and adhere to a clear, upfront public process.  We encourage this Board to 
require these districts and the DAIT teams assigned to them to report back to the Board on their 
findings and individual student progress.  This Board should continue to review the performance 
of these districts, especially the most severely underperforming, and make the decision as to 
whether additional supports and/or sanctions may be necessary.  Those decisions should not 
be made in isolation by the DAIT but under the public scrutiny of review by the State Board. 

Conclusion

In closing, there are a lot of ways that the federal and state accountability systems can and will 
be improved, but there are also some fundamental ways in which they must not be watered 
down.  The letter request by State Chief O’Connell and Board President Mitchell sought to do 
just that.  They were wrong.   

We can’t be serious about closing the achievement gap if at the same time we seek to water 
down accountability.  Indeed, those kinds of mixed signals give fodder to the many that still 
believe that accountability for student learning is an imposition, and an unrealistic one at that.  
One reason this critique garners so much support is the pervasive belief that disparate 
outcomes for different groups of students are inevitable, or at least beyond the power of public 
schools to change.   

But California, under State Chief’s O’Connell’s leadership, has rightly declared closing the 
achievement gap the most important issue in public education today.  To be sure, it will take 
more of your attention and more of our combined resources to close gaps once and for all. 
None of this will come easily, and it will demand more of your courage.  First and foremost 
though, we need to stay the course on demanding that all students count and expecting our 
schools to help all students reach the academic standards that will best prepare them for life 
after high school.  Do not retreat now. 

I thank you for the honor of testifying before you today and look forward to answering any 
questions you might have.   
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