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This year, 2012, promises to be a pivotal one for california’s students. From gov. Jerry 

Brown’s proposal to reform our education finance system, to competing ballot initiatives 

to raise more funds for schools, to efforts to change the school accountability system, our 

elected officials will grapple with a host of high-stakes decisions with long-term impact.

at risk is our state’s economic future. To meet the demands of our economy, california will 

need one million more college graduates by 2025 than our education system is on track to 

produce. We cannot achieve this target without dramatically expanding college and career 

opportunities for the students of color and low-income students who are the overwhelming 

majority in california’s classrooms. as state leaders make critical choices about the future of 

our education system, they must correct the inequities that have led to unacceptable gaps in 

opportunity and achievement.

children facing poverty need additional resources to catch up to their more affluent peers. 

yet, evidence shows that rather than providing high-need students with extra resources, 

california provides them with less of everything that matters. low-income students and 

students of color are less likely to be taught by the best trained, most effective teachers than 

their more advantaged peers. high-poverty school districts receive fewer dollars than more 

affluent communities, even though it costs more to educate students who start off behind 

and have greater educational needs. low-income, african-american, and latino students are 

less likely to have access to rigorous, college-ready coursework while in high school, and 

therefore less likely to succeed in higher education.
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improve Teacher 
and leader effecTiveness.

Parents and researchers agree that teachers are the most impor-

tant in-school factor affecting student achievement. For this 

reason, we must better identify effective teachers, support all 

teachers so they can grow professionally, address ineffective 

teaching, and ensure that our highest need students have access 

to our best teachers and leaders.

 reform The school finance  
and fundinG sYsTem.

Our existing system is opaque, irrational, and unfair. We must 

reform our education finance system so it makes sense to all 

stakeholders and adequately and equitably supports the diverse 

needs of California’s learners. Districts must ensure the bulk 

of the funds are spent at the school level and should be held 

accountable for both equitable spending and results. 

offer riGorous sTandards, curriculum, and 
assessmenTs. 

We must prepare our students for the demands of college and 

21st-century careers. This means establishing college preparatory 

graduation requirements, offering a challenging curriculum that 

integrates college and career preparation, and ensuring equitable 

access to the Common Core State Standards. 

 

sTrenGThen school 
and disTricT accounTabiliTY. 

To strengthen school performance, we must set clear, ambitious 

performance and gap-closing targets that are aligned with col-

lege and career readiness. We must take decisive action where 

schools, especially the lowest performers, fall short of those 

goals and offer tailored supports to all schools needing an extra 

boost to reach their targets.

in this publication, we 
recommend state policy 
reforms in each of these 
areas. We urge our state’s 
leaders to act boldly to 
close the opportunity and 
achievement gaps that have 
long plagued our schools, 
ensuring that every child 
in california receives a 
high-quality education.

These inequities are not inevitable,
but Addressing them will tAke courAge.

Against a backdrop of state education budget cuts and a precarious economy, our leaders will once again be tempted to push 
important decisions into the future. This would be a mistake. California’s 6 million students deserve a better future, which 
must begin with better schools. To build a more equitable education system that can transform the lives of our students, 
we urge our elected leaders to commit to the following agenda:
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effective teachers have an enormous impact on the lives of 

their students. great teachers can help students who are 

behind academically catch up to grade-level expectations. 

By accelerating student performance, they can help close 

the opportunity and achievement gaps that cut short the 

college and career dreams of so many low-income students 

and students of color.

But sadly, research, including our own, demonstrates 

that low-income students and students of color are 

disproportionately taught by the least effective teachers.1 

Meanwhile, despite the best intentions of many district 

leaders and educators, a host of state and district policies 

and decisions exacerbate existing inequities. 

“A greAt teAcher 
cAn offer An 
escApe from 

poverty to 
the child who 

dreAms beyond 
his circumstAnce.”  

– PresidenT oBaMa  
2012 sTaTe oF The  

union address

imProving teAcher And 
leAder effectiveness
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There are opportunities to do things differently. We recommend a number of state policy 
changes that can expand access to effective teaching and help all teachers improve. 

sTaTe leaders should Take The FolloWing sTePs:

overhaul The Teacher and principal 
evaluaTion process. 

Invest in evaluation systems that can help identify both effec-

tive and ineffective teachers, and use these evaluations as part 

of a broader system of teacher feedback, development, and 

support. These evaluations should be conducted annually 

by trained evaluators and should include multiple measures, 

with student achievement playing a prominent role. The 

evaluations should result in multiple rating categories (such 

as highly effective, effective, satisfactory, and ineffective), 

and districts should use these results when making decisions 

about tenure, compensation, professional development, pro-

motion, assignment, layoff, and dismissal. As districts build 

their teacher evaluation systems, they also should develop 

and implement a system for evaluating principals. Principal 

evaluations should be based primarily on student outcomes, 

while also considering how the principal has shown leader-

ship to drive better results at the school site.

provide The oversiGhT necessarY 
To ensure ThaT loW-income 
sTudenTs and sTudenTs of color 
are noT disproporTionaTelY 
TauGhT bY ineffecTive Teachers.

Current federal laws require that adequately prepared and 

certified teachers are equitably distributed among schools. In 

keeping with this law, California should continue to ensure 

that its highest need students have access to “Highly Quali-

fied Teachers” who are appropriately prepared for the job. At 

the same time, it should develop teacher-quality measures 

that go beyond preparation and look at effectiveness on the 

job, with a focus on student achievement. With these mea-

sures, the state should set annual targets for equitable teacher 

assignment within and across districts and hold districts 

accountable for meeting these targets.

Give sTruGGlinG Teachers sufficienT 
opporTuniTies To improve; if TheY 
can’T, prompTlY revoke Tenure. 

Too often, ineffective teachers are allowed to linger in Cali-

fornia’s classrooms because of our state’s lengthy, expen-

sive, and cumbersome dismissal process. When teachers 

are identified as low performing, they should enter into a 

comprehensive remediation plan to improve instruction and 

performance. Teachers receiving an overall unsatisfactory 

rating should have one year to significantly improve their 

performance, with remediation provided, or return to proba-

tionary status.

reform sTaTe laWs GoverninG “lasT in, 
firsT ouT” laYoffs. 

California is just one of 11 states that require school districts 

to use seniority as a primary criterion when making decisions 

on teacher layoffs.2 It is time for California to repeal this out-

dated, bureaucratic, and harmful state mandate, replacing it 

with a broader law that ensures use of more relevant factors, 

including employee performance, when deciding on reduc-

tions in force.

expand The sTaTe’s Teacher and 
sTudenT lonGiTudinal daTa sYsTems 
To help idenTifY, recruiT, reTain, 
and promoTe effecTive Teachers. 

To provide district leaders with better information on trends 

in teacher effectiveness and data on how individual teach-

ers contribute to student learning, the state should build 

its capacity to link teachers to the students they educate. 

Specifically, the state should continue to develop its longitu-

dinal and student data systems so as to identify “teachers of 

record.” By having data on such factors as how teachers are 

contributing to student achievement, where they are teach-

ing, where they received their teacher preparation, and how 

they are progressing on the job, the state can better evaluate 

and support teacher preparation programs, identify promis-

ing practices in teacher professional development, and moni-

tor the equitable distribution of effective educators.
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california’s system for funding schools is fundamentally unfair. not only does 

california inadequately fund its schools, it also fails to equitably allocate existing 

dollars. california ranks near the bottom when it comes to k-12 funding, with 

42 states spending more per student.3 We have fewer teachers, guidance 

counselors, and librarians per student than any state in the nation. 

Two separate lawsuits have been filed against the state claiming inadequate 

funding for schools, and advocates have introduced ballot initiatives to boost 

education funding. however, it will take more than just extra dollars to fix 

california’s education finance system. 

a better system would offer districts and schools with large concentrations of 

high-need students the extra dollars they need to achieve. currently, we do 

just the opposite. in fact, california’s highest poverty districts—those with the 

largest concentrations of low-income students—receive $620 less per student 

from state and local sources than the state’s wealthiest districts.4 Further, there 

are no assurances that the dollars districts do spend will make their way to 

the school level in an equitable fashion, and limited fiscal transparency and 

accountability make it hard to tell where districts and schools have spent their 

money. in 2005 we estimated that california’s high-poverty schools spent tens 

of thousands of dollars less on teacher salaries than low-poverty schools of 

similar size and in the same school districts every year.5 

“the stAte’s 
current 

K–12 funding 
system is 
complex, 

inequitAble, 
And 

inefficient.”  

– caliFornia 
legislaTive 

analysT’s 
oFFice, in iTs 

analysis oF The 
governor’s 

2012–13 
educaTion 

BudgeT 
ProPosal

reforming the school 
finAnce And funding system 
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State policymakers should resolve the inequitable aspects of the state’s school finance 
system to ensure that California’s highest need students get the resources they need.   

our leaders should Take The FolloWing sTePs:

shifT To a WeiGhTed sTudenT formula 
model ThaT provides addiTional 
dollars To sTudenTs WiTh GreaTer 
educaTional needs. 

The current system, which funnels the bulk of funding to 

districts through a base “revenue limit” allocation and a col-

lection of categorical programs, is complex, irrational, and 

inequitable. Many of the existing formulas result from his-

torical precedent and opaque, subjective decisions. Develop-

ing a new set of simpler, transparent rules to guide resource 

allocation would demystify the system and could better 

target dollars according to student needs. A weighted student 

formula would ensure that those districts whose students 

have greater learning needs receive more funds. At the same 

time, state leaders should build better reporting systems that 

allow the public to see the sources of a district’s revenues, 

the formulas used to generate these allocations, and revenue 

comparisons by district. 

ensure ThaT sTudenTs receive The funds 
inTended for Them. 

Under the current system and in the governor’s proposed 

weighted student formula model, districts are the recipients 

of state and local funds, even those funds targeted to specific 

student populations. Too often, these funds can be diverted 

for other uses. Instead, the bulk of per-pupil funding should 

follow the student to the school level and should not get 

spent on other schools, district-level needs, or programs. This 

means requiring that districts account for actual versus aver-

age teacher salaries, so that high-poverty schools, which often 

employ more junior, lower salaried teachers, do not end up 

subsidizing schools with more experienced and higher paid 

teachers. In addition, principals, faculty, and parents should 

be involved in site-level spending decisions.

require disTricTs To reporT 
TransparenTlY on disTricT and  
school-level spendinG. 

Parents, community members, and taxpayers should be 

able to see how education dollars are being spent. This is 

currently almost impossible, because each district accounts 

for spending differently. Require school districts to adopt 

a common accounting system and report data on district 

and school-level spending, including actual teacher salaries, 

through a state website and standard reporting format. Such 

a system would allow the public to see whether the district 

is making equitable spending decisions across all its schools 

and will allow stakeholders to compare spending priorities 

across districts. 

moniTor The relaTionship beTWeen 
financial inpuTs and academic resulTs. 

The state should build reports that allow the public to view 

school and district expenditures alongside student achieve-

ment measures derived from a strong accountability system. 

This would provide information about what investments 

seem to be paying off when it comes to student learning. 

Such information can foster cross-school and cross-district 

dialogue about strategies and investments that most posi-

tively impact students, particularly high-need learners.
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To fill workplace needs over the next two decades, 

california will need 1 million more college graduates than 

our education system is on track to produce.6 sadly, our 

high school to college pipeline is broken, with too few 

students completing high school, enrolling in postsecondary 

institutions, and completing degrees. The leaks in this 

pipeline disproportionately hurt low-income students and 

students of color. 

california’s high schools must dramatically increase not 

only the number of students who are earning diplomas, but 

also the number of students who graduate with meaningful 

preparation. This means ensuring that students have the 

skills, knowledge, and coursework necessary for college 

and career. and it means eliminating the systematic tracking 

that exacerbates differences among student subgroups: 

low-income students and students of color receive less 

demanding coursework, limiting the scope of both their 

education and their future college and career options.  

offering rigorous stAndArds, 
curriculum And Assessments 

“we need to mAKe 
high-quAlity 
college-prep  

courses pArt of 
every high school’s 

curriculum,  
so thAt All students  

— not just A select 
few— Are prepAred 

for the future.”  
– kaTi haycock, 

PresidenT oF  
The educaTion TrusT, 

FeBruary 2005  
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All California students should be well prepared for both college and the workforce. 

caliFornia PolicyMakers should Take  

The FolloWing sTePs:

esTablish colleGe-preparaTorY 
GraduaTion sTandards.  

California must strengthen its graduation requirements and 

align them with college-ready expectations. All students 

ought to graduate with the courses needed to enter Califor-

nia’s public universities. In 20 states across the country and 

the District of Columbia, students are already required to 

complete a college-preparatory curriculum to earn a diploma, 

in recognition that a rigorous course of study is necessary for 

both college and career.7 Until California’s default graduation 

requirements are strong enough to make a student eligible 

for the University of California (UC) and the California State 

University (CSU) systems, we must continue to expand access 

to the “A-G” course sequence required by our state’s public 

university systems.

ensure hiGh-qualiTY implemenTaTion of 
The common core sTaTe sTandards and 
assessmenTs. 

Without a well-designed implementation plan, the Common 

Core State Standards (CCSS) are unlikely to lead to improve-

ments in classroom instruction and educational outcomes. 

To ensure all students have access to and learn content 

aligned to the CCSS, the state must accelerate and expand its 

efforts to provide tools, resources, and professional develop-

ment for educators. To this end, the state should take the 

following steps:

a. Review and adopt materials aligned to the CCSS with 

timelines to support implementation; make available to 

California educators online the best materials created by 

other states. 

b. Provide guidance and support to districts as they transi-

tion to the new standards and redefine instructional 

priorities.

c. Ensure that all districts, especially those with the highest 

poverty, have the technology and know-how needed to 

administer new online “adaptive” assessments, which 

adjust up or down in difficulty in response to student 

answers.

d. Empower teachers and educators to use the assessments 

to track and improve student learning once new assess-

ment data is available. 

offer career-readY opporTuniTies 
ThaT are fullY inTeGraTed WiTh a 
colleGe-readY course of sTudY. 

The state must ensure that high school programs and cur-

riculum focused on career preparation also equip students 

for college success. Linked Learning illustrates one approach 

that, when implemented well, joins strong academics, 

demanding technical education, work-based learning, and 

student supports. In expanding and implementing college 

and career-preparation programs, the state must ensure that 

districts and schools have incentives to offer equitable access 

to this coursework and are held accountable for equitable 

outcomes, including high school graduation and A-G rates.

collecT and use daTa To 
inform decision-makinG. 

California must continue to fund, develop, and implement 

the state’s student data system (CALPADS) so that all stake-

holders have the data they need to evaluate and support 

student learning and system improvement. A system that 

tracks individual student progress from early childhood 

through the K–12 system, into postsecondary education, and 

then into the workforce, will allow the state to determine 

which programs yield the most results. Further, such a 

system will help educators work with parents to support each 

student’s progress.
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Parents want to know how their schools are performing, and 

communities demand that we improve our state’s lowest 

performing schools. yet our current state accountability system 

offers confusing information on school performance and schools 

face few consequences for persistent failure to improve.8 

Most troubling is the fact that the state’s expectations for 

progress are far too low. For instance, the high Priority schools 

grant Program, targeted at the lowest 10 percent of all schools 

statewide, required that schools demonstrate growth of just a 

single aPi point each year in exchange for significant funding. 

and in 2010, we found that 70 percent of the california schools 

targeted for federal school improvement grants, a turnaround 

program for the state’s lowest 5 percent of schools, had already 

received substantial state funds for improvement in the preceding 

years, but had failed to improve.

“without 
AccountAbility 

it is too eAsy to 
return to A time, 

prior to nclb, when 
students’ ActuAl 
performAnce wAs 

mAsKed by AverAges.”  
– u.s. reP. george Miller, 
oPening sTaTeMenT For a 

hearing By The u.s. house 
coMMiTTee on educaTion 

and The WorkForce, 
Education REfoRms: 

Examining thE fEdERal 
RolE in Public school 

accountability, 
sEPtEmbER 2011  

strengthening school  
And district AccountAbility 
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California should set clear college and career-ready expectations for our schools, take 
decisive action when those expectations are not met—especially in the lowest performing 
schools, and offer tailored supports to all schools needing help reaching their targets.

sTaTe leaders should do The FolloWing: 

use several valid, reliable measures of 
school performance Tied To colleGe and 
career readiness. 

When making accountability determinations, the state 

should use a mix of valid, reliable measures that parents 

and community members can easily find and understand. 

To identify both high-performing and persistently underper-

forming schools, California should expand its accountabil-

ity system to include other metrics in addition to absolute 

student performance. These could include individual student 

growth rates, graduation rates, and A-G graduation rates. All 

indicators used to make high-stakes decisions should con-

form to robust data-quality standards and protocols. The 

state must therefore have processes for validating all data 

used to make accountability determinations.

seT more ambiTious lonG-Term Goals 
and inTerim TarGeTs. 

Goals that are meaningful, challenging, and achievable will 

guide the work of schools and districts and inspire educa-

tors to aim high. State leaders should set goals to increase 

achievement for all students and close gaps between groups 

of students. The current statewide goal, 800 on the Aca-

demic Performance Index (API), has not been revised since 

its inception in 1999, and schools can achieve 800 even if a 

substantial percentage of their students are not at grade level. 

A more ambitious goal, such as an API of 875, would ensure 

that more students are achieving proficiency. Further, the 

state’s current expectations for the annual growth of schools 

and their student subgroups are far too low. These annual 

targets should be accelerated. 

build a differenTiaTed sYsTem of 
reWards, supporTs, and consequences. 

California leaders should reward schools and districts that 

consistently meet or exceed their goals with resources, 

recognition, and autonomy. As part of this, the state should 

arrange for others to learn from schools and districts that 

demonstrate sustained high performance and improvements. 

Meanwhile, those that struggle to meet their goals should 

receive differentiated interventions and supports and face 

meaningful consequences, including complete school rede-

sign, if they consistently fail to improve.

supporT disTricTs in 
supporTinG Their schools. 

The state should target school improvement efforts at the 

lowest performing schools. Yet in most cases, districts can 

serve as a first-line of support for schools that need extra help 

in meeting their targets. District leaders, in partnership with 

the school community, can diagnose and address a school’s 

unique challenges. However, district administrators cannot 

make significant improvements if their hands are tied on key 

personnel or curriculum choices. Therefore, the state should 

require districts engaged in school improvement efforts to do 

the following:

a. Let principals in high-need schools staff their sites as 

they see fit. Specifically, the state should require that such 

school leaders be allowed to select their staffs, decline 

forced teacher placements, and protect their staff from 

layoffs during budget cuts. 

b. Give principals leeway to make decisions about curricula, 

instructional strategies, and the use of time, such as a 

redesign or extension of the school day or year.

aGGressivelY Turn around iTs 
mosT sTruGGlinG schools. 

For persistently low-performing and slowly improving 

schools, and their districts, the state must take decisive 

action, implementing comprehensive, systematic, and effec-

tive approaches to school improvement, coupled with strong 

accountability for meeting aggressive targets. These improve-

ment efforts should start by staffing those schools with strong 

school leaders empowered to make important staffing and 

instructional decisions. 
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conclusion
in the face of tough economic times and tight budgets, california leaders should move 

boldly to create long-term prosperity for our state. That means summoning the political 

will to put equity and excellence in our schools at the top of the policy agenda. 

Policymakers often say that california’s children are our future. yet to turn that vision 

into reality, our leaders must commit to building opportunities for success at every 

level of our education system. every student deserves an effective teacher. every 

school and district should receive adequate and equitable funding based on their 

students’ needs, and should be held accountable for results. and every high school 

should prepare its graduates to attend college, pursue a fulfilling career, or both. 

achieving these goals will take more than just rhetoric and good intentions. it will take 

the political courage to fundamentally reform key aspects of california’s education 

system, so that it truly serves our low-income students and students of color, and 

allows all our students to achieve their college and career dreams.
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