
Lesson 5.1

Where Do You Live?:
Zip Codes and School Quality
For students, a zip code can be “five digits of separation.”

In This Lesson

Why are schools local?

How do school attendance areas work?

What determines where I will go to school?

How were schools legally desegregated?

Have schools become less segregated or more?

What did Brown v. Board of Education do?

Can my child transfer to a better school?

★ Discussion Guide

Where a child attends school usually depends on where he or she lives.

Historically, school assignments were
determined by your address: a map in
the school district office defined school
attendance areas, and kids went to
school where the map says they go to
school.

These attendance areas were created for
practical reasons -- students had to be
within walking distance of school. The
arrangement also had a financial basis:
local property taxes determined school
funding, so for homeowners it made
sense to connect where you live and pay taxes with where your children went to school.

https://ed100.org/lessons/whereyoulive#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/whereyoulive#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/whereyoulive#tag3
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https://ed100.org/lessons/whereyoulive#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/whereyoulive#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/whereyoulive#tag8
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sai4VMC39d0n3ma8PF_CMJzoC3U13F1x9XfyALwEX90
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Today, there is rarely a significant connection between property taxes and the amount of
money a school receives, but the pattern of rigid attendance areas continues to be the
norm.

A Thousand Districts

California is organized (or separated, or segregated) into about a thousand school districts.
These vary from tiny, rural districts serving only a handful of students to sprawling urban
districts. Los Angeles Unified School District, America’s second-largest, serves about three-
quarters of a million students. It is so large that the state's PTA treats it as four districts.

In any district large enough to have more than one school serving a grade level, the
question of which children go to which school is automatically a matter of great interest.
Parents will go to great lengths to get their kids into the school they believe will best serve
them. Those who cannot afford to move sometimes lie about their address, even at the risk
of being sent to jail for it. Can your child attend school near your place of employment?
Maybe, if you're a live-in nanny.

Homeless? There are rules for that, too. (More
about California's homeless students in the
Ed100 blog.)

California is a very diverse state, but its ethnic,
racial and economic diversity looks more
impressive on paper than in person. Many
communities are not diverse at all. Schools
within a district are frequently organized into
“attendance areas” whose boundaries guide school assignment decisions. Former
California State Senator Gloria Romero refers to zip codes as "five digits of
separation." Assignment may also be determined by lottery, by ranked choice, by test
scores, or by complex hybrid solutions defined at the district level.

Race

The role of race in school assignment has long been a matter of critical national concern. In
1954, the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that to separate children in
school “from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a
feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may effect their hearts and
minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.” The court held, therefore, that “separate”
education was “inherently unequal.”

https://ed100.org/blog/where-do-homeless-kids-go-to-school
https://ed100.org/lessons/whopays
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424053111903285704576557610352019804.html
http://www.cabinetreport.com/politics-education/brown-signs-new-school-residency-laws
https://ed100.org/blog/where-do-homeless-kids-go-to-school
http://www.greatschools.org/school-district-boundaries-map/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brown_v._Board_of_Education


Rural Schools

Educational results in California's rural districts severely lags results

in more urban districts, a topic investigated by EdSource in 2018.

(Follow the link for an interactive map comparing the rates at which

high school graduates attend CSU and UC.)

Buses and School Integration

The Brown decision led to requirements that many school districts integrate the schools
within their boundaries. In some large districts such as Los Angeles, this required busing to
bring children to schools outside their own neighborhood.

Over time, additional court decisions and voter initiatives ended court-ordered busing and
disallowed the use of race as a factor in determining school assignment.

The end of busing did not signal the end of racial isolation, which by some measures has
grown worse according to Segregating California's Future, a 2014 report from the Civil
Rights Project at UCLA. For a good summary of recent Federal civil rights rulings related to
education see the UCLA Civil Rights Project documentation of McFarland v. Jefferson
County Public Schools & Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District
No. 1 (PICS)

Social science indicators of poverty, well-being, educational attainment and more are
notoriously correlated with zip code. Organizing school enrollment strictly by geography is
not the only option. One of the major school reform themes of recent decades has been the
idea that families should have choices about where their children attend school.

Not every student attends the school nearest home. Does choice tend to make segregation
better or worse? Read on to lesson 5.2 to find out.

Updated July 2017
Updated December 2018
Updated September 2019

https://edsource.org/2019/interactive-map-rate-of-high-school-seniors-enrolled-in-uc-csu
https://edsource.org/2013/schools-resegregate-after-end-of-mandatory-busing-programs/38673
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Proposition_209_(1996)
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/segregating-california2019s-future-inequality-and-its-alternative-60-years-after-brown-v.-board-of-education
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/legal-developments/court-decisions/resources-on-u.s.-supreme-court-voluntary-school-desegregation-rulings
http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/journals/3306301.html


Lesson 5.2

School Choice:
Should You Have a Choice of Schools?
What if you could choose any school you wanted for your kids?

In This Lesson

What happens if you use a false address to enroll in school?

Does school quality affect home prices?

What is a magnet school?

What are exam schools?

What schools can my child attend?

Should I move to give my child a better school?

★ Discussion Guide

When it comes to where kids go to school, zip code is usually destiny, especially for poor
families without the economic means to move.

Where you live generally
determines where your kids
go to school. Most schools
have an "attendance area"
that defines where your kids
can go. Try to enroll them
elsewhere and you could
end up in jail.

Residential property values
can be very sensitive to
differences in school
reputation. This fact is not lost on real estate professionals, who are attuned to the local
rules for determining school attendance areas. Changes in those rules can have a
direct impact on housing values, especially at the high end. High-quality schools and high-
value housing go together like bees and honey. According to research by the St. Louis
Federal Reserve, the effect of school quality on real estate is "non-linear"; when a school is
perceived as excellent, the value of homes in its attendance area rise quite significantly.

https://ed100.org/lessons/choice#tag1
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https://ed100.org/lessons/choice#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/choice#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/choice#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/choice#tag6
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sai4VMC39d0n3ma8PF_CMJzoC3U13F1x9XfyALwEX90
http://hechingerreport.org/can-you-steal-an-education
http://research.stlouisfed.org/publications/review/10/05/Chiodo.pdf


Yes, charter schools also have district-
wide attendance boundaries – more
on those in Lesson 5.5

 GreatSchools.org, in partnership with Zillow.com, may be able to show you the attendance areas
associated with schools of interest to you. The numbers on this map reflect the GreatSchools rating of
each school. Click to visit the site.

Wealthy families, almost by definition, enjoy a choice of schools for their children. If they
are dissatisfied, they can pack up and move to a home near a school they prefer. Money can
buy choice.

Not all schools have rigid attendance areas.

School boards set the rules that govern
where kids are assigned to go to school.
Although most schools have rigid
attendance boundaries based on the
street address where kids live, school
districts are not required to take this approach; for example, they can establish a process to
give parents influence over where their kids are assigned. These approaches are often
known as school choice systems.

The earliest school choice systems were exceptions. For example, in the 1960s some school
districts began creating magnet schools in high-poverty neighborhoods. These schools
were meant to attract enrollment by offering something different and attractive — most

http://www.greatschools.org/school-district-boundaries-map


commonly an unusually rigorous curriculum, or a curriculum oriented toward a particular
interest such as art or science. After rapid initial growth, such schools settled to less than
3% of California enrollment by 2011.

The state also includes a small number of selective public "exam schools" (nine, by one
estimate). These schools define their "attendance area" broadly, accepting applicants from
throughout their sponsoring district based on grades and test scores. San
Francisco's Lowell High School is a prominent example. Other public schools in California
with a selective admission process include the Los Angeles School of the Arts and Ruth
Asawa School of the Arts in San Francisco, both of which have portfolio and audition
elements.

Giving more parents a choice

School choice systems have grown far beyond these early exceptions. For example, charter
schools (discussed in Lesson 5.5) do not have attendance boundaries other than the school
district itself. Any student residing within the district may enroll.

Many school districts have also eliminated or softened attendance boundaries to offer more
choice. School choice systems can take many forms, and there is an unavoidable element of
luck involved. Some schools tend to be more popular than others, and school districts need
to allocate school "seats" in ways that are seen as legitimate. Many school districts that
offer school choices ask parents to enroll their children using a ranked-choice lottery
process.

These school choice systems tend to become complex for legitimate reasons. For example,
the process often includes preferences to help families enroll siblings at the same school, if
they prefer it. Or to give families a better chance of attending their nearest school.

School enrollment systems must include processes to handle changes and exceptions. For
example, if a family moves or is evicted, where do the kids go to school? In school districts
that include many non-traditional schools, such as public charter schools or private
schools, enrollment processes can take on an extra level of complexity. Families might try
their luck at enrolling their children in multiple school lotteries. The results can take time
to shake out.

In order to reduce the complexity for everyone involved, some school districts create a
single public school choice process involving both traditional and charter schools. For
example, the school choice process in Oakland Unified takes this approach, combining the
enrollment process for all local public schools including charter schools.

http://educationnext.org/exam-schools-from-the-inside/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/education/article/SF-school-board-changes-Lowell-admission-policy-13294817.php
https://lachsa.net/
http://www.sfsota.org/audition-and-application-process/
https://ed100.org/lessons/charterschools
https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools
https://www.ousd.org/enroll


Transfers are rare, but possible

In California, state law allows students to transfer to a regular public school outside of their
local district, if the districts agree about it. For example, in certain circumstances a parent's
place of work may be used as a basis for a student to attend a school. The state education
code specifies that working parents have a right to enroll their children in the district where
their workplace is located under certain conditions, but under most circumstances both the
sending and receiving district must agree to the transfer.

For a few years, California's Open Enrollment law provided students enrolled in any of the
state's 1,000 lowest-scoring schools with the right to transfer to any higher-scoring school,
if seats were available. Over twenty states have such open enrollment policies. California's
open enrollment law is currently dormant for technical reasons: the law was written in a
way that relied on the existence of the Academic Performance Index (API), a measure that
has been eliminated.

Choice can contribute to segregation

When parents have a choice of schools for their children, how do they choose? In the early
days of the school choice movement, many expected that parents would abandon low-
scoring schools, flocking to better ones and in the process leading to more integration.

In practice, there is evidence that school choice systems may tend to make schools
somewhat moresegregated rather than less. Parents may prefer one school over another for
all kinds of reasons, from ambition to proximity to a feeling of "fit." For example, if a school
community builds a reputation for being welcoming to Latino families, it makes sense that
Latino families might choose it. If a school has a teacher who can teach Japanese, it makes
sense that families of Japanese descent would choose it.

The biggest real-world test of the connection between choice and segregation comes from
New Orleans, which implemented a massive school choice program in the aftermath of
Hurricane Katrina. Writing for the Brown Center Chalkboard, Tulane University researcher
Lindsay Bell Wexler summarizes the findings: "In general, research on
both charter- and voucher-based school choice has found that these programs are more
likely to lead to small increases in segregation than to improve integration. These results
are not entirely surprising, given research on parents’ preferences showing that families
tend to choose schools with students from similar backgrounds."

Is School Choice Bad?

http://www.cde.ca.gov/re/di/fq/districttransfers.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/eo/op/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab4_2.asp
http://www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/three-questions-underlying-debate-about-school-choice-and-segregation
https://www.brookings.edu/research/segregation-race-and-charter-schools-what-do-we-know/
https://tcf.org/content/report/private-school-vouchers-pose-threat-integration/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3594140
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.1041/full


Some argue that offering parents a choice of schools is the wrong goal, and not necessarily
a good thing on its own. Ed100 writer Carol Kocivar explores this question in an
online video debate about school choice.

"Often forgotten in the policy debates," argues Peter Cookson of the Learning Policy
Institute, "are the fundamental questions of whether and how choice influences access to
high-quality schools for all students, and whether, in our diverse democracy that requires
common ground, choices promote or undermine integration."

In the next few lessons, we'll look at some of the other ways that students are placed into
schools and into classrooms.

Updated June 2017
Updated December 2018
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Lesson 5.3

Selectivity and Diversity:
How Schools Sort Students
Do parents really want diversity in their schools?

In This Lesson

What is differentiated instruction?

Does tracking work?

Is tracking of students fair?

Should you send your daughter to a girls school?

Pros and cons of single-sex education

Are single-sex schools better?

★ Discussion Guide

Here is a suitable thesis for a term paper: Selectivity and diversity are competing priorities
in the history of American public education.

On paper, California's student body is
incredibly diverse. On closer
inspection, it is well sorted. Throughout
childhood, students grow accustomed
to being sorted, or to sorting
themselves: by age, by gender, by
height, by neighborhood. Not so long
ago, students were explicitly sorted by
race; today the sorting persists by zip
code or community, often with similar
effect.

https://ed100.org/lessons/selectivity#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/selectivity#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/selectivity#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/selectivity#tag4
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sai4VMC39d0n3ma8PF_CMJzoC3U13F1x9XfyALwEX90


Selective policies tend to
benefit those who ask

Schools also sort students academically. Most colleges and some high schools are selective;
students must demonstrate their ability and commitment to gain admission. In many high
schools Advanced Placement courses are the academic equivalent of making the varsity
team, and not all students make the team. Other schools allow students to be admitted into
these more challenging courses based on student and parent choice. 

The practice of grouping students according to readiness or ability is sometimes known as
"tracking," particularly where groupings persist from one class to the next. Tracking is
generally out of favor in most schools, in favor of "differentiated instruction," in which
teachers work to serve multiple learning levels in the same class. Arguments in favor of
tracking can be found in this article from Education Next.

Some schools work to attract similar
"birds of a feather" as part of an
educational strategy. For example,
some schools promote their emphasis
on the arts. Others promise an

enhanced focus on technology. Schools that emphasize Gifted And Talented programs
(GATE) attempt to identify students with exceptional academic promise and provide extra
learning opportunities appropriate for their needs.

Sort if you like, but don't expect extra money

In the past, both the federal budget and
the state budget included funds to support
programs for gifted students. As we
discuss in length in the Ed100 blog, federal
and state funding for this purpose has
gone away.

California school

districts mayoffer programs for

gifted students (it's still allowed)

but they don't have to. It is entirely a matter of local control.

Keep 'em separated

https://ed100.org/blog/gifted
http://educationnext.org/tracking-improve-learning/
https://ed100.org/blog/gifted


Single-gender schools attract attendance with the premise that simplifying the social
framework for their students can boost academic focus. The available evidence suggests
that, all other things being equal, there could be some merit to this theory. Some studies
show academic achievement is generally higher in single-gender school classrooms than in
co-ed ones, but the research finding is not straightforward. Like most social science, the
data are messy and the validity of this conclusion can be disputed.

California’s first new single-gender school in twenty years opened in Los Angeles in 2016.
It’s an all-girls school. California law prohibits gender-segregated schools, but Federal law
permits them. LAUSD obtained a California waiver from the State Board of Education to
open the school.

Stand up for yourself

At the risk of stating the obvious, selective policies tends to benefit those who ask to be
selected. Selecting anything (or being selected for something) usually requires an action,
even a small one like raising a hand or filling out a form or talking to a teacher. These small
barriers requiring student self-advocacy or parent advocacy tend to reinforce patterns of
selection, even unintentionally.

Each school, intentionally or unintentionally, develops its own reputation for the ways in
which it is selective and the ways in which it is diverse. In cases where parents have a
choice about where their children attend school, they respond to these signals. Parents can
influence the balance their local schools strike between these two competing values.

The next lesson will examine the role of special schools for children at risk.

Updated June 2018, December 2018, November 2019.
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Lesson 5.4

At Risk:
When Regular School Doesn't Cut It
Many parents don’t even know these schools exist.

In This Lesson

What are continuation schools?

Do continuation schools help kids?

What happens when a student is expelled?

Do kids in jail go to school?

How are continuation schools evaluated?

★ Discussion Guide

In high school it can be easy to see trouble coming. If a student is persistently absent, or
starts getting in trouble, or his or her grades plummet, or she becomes pregnant,
something needs to change. It makes little sense to proceed as if the status quo is working.

Continuation Schools

Continuation schools (also known as
"alternative schools") are designed to serve
the educational needs of high school aged
students who are not succeeding on the
normal path. 

There are about 800 continuation schools in
California, including continuation programs
within high schools. At any given time, these
schools might be serving 4-5% of the state's public high school students, but California
state school officials estimate that twice that number —perhaps one in ten— pass through
these schools each year. The data about these schools are imprecise because their
population is relatively mobile.

https://ed100.org/lessons/continuation#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/continuation#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/continuation#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/continuation#tag4
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In a review of alternative education options, Jorge Ruiz de Velasco points out that students
tend to "pass through" continuation schools, "either on their way to a diploma, or to
dropping out of school altogether." He led a study of continuation high schools that
described concerns about these schools and made recommendations for improving them:

"Originally designed as part-day placements for students who needed to work part-time, most

Continuation schools are now designed to serve students who are over-aged and under-

credited... Since 1965, state law has mandated that most school districts enrolling over 100 12th

grade students make available a continuation program or school that provides an alternative

route to the high school diploma for youth vulnerable to academic failure. The law provides for

the creation of continuation schools that provide more intensive services and accelerated credit

accrual strategies so that students whose achievement in comprehensive schools has lagged

might have a renewed opportunity to complete the required academic courses of instruction to

graduate from high school."

Students who are pregnant or parenting are often counseled toward continuation schools,
which makes some sense — but there is a catch. Many continuation schools don't offer the
college-prep courses that students must take to qualify for access to a four-year university.
Pregnant and parenting students on the college track may prefer to take up to eight weeks
of parental leave instead, a right created for them in 2018.

Alternative schools are designed to serve students that aren't on the normal path. Does it
make sense to hold these schools to account in the same way as "regular" schools? In 2015
the Legislative Analyst Office (LAO) took up this question in its report Next Steps for
Improving State Accountability for Alternative Schools. In 2017 some specific
recommendations took shape about ways to incorporate alternative schools into
California's school accountability system, summarized by Policy Analysis in California
Education (PACE). For a great summary of why this issue is so challenging and what might
change in 2017-19, read this summary by Edsource.

Schools for kids in REAL trouble

The law requires that young people receive educational services regardless of their
behavior. A student who is expelledfor violating the law or charged with doing so may be
placed in a facility that bears a stronger resemblance to a jail than a school. Those
convicted of serious offenses are usually educated in schools run by juvenile courts,
counties, or the California Youth Authority. Once known as "Juvenile Hall," these facilities
are now often called "Community Day Schools". The number of these facilities in California
has been very significantly reduced, along with the number of incarcerated youth, in part
because of a string of scandals and abuses, but also because research showed that
supportive approaches are more effective than youth jails.

https://www.wested.org/resources/alternative-education-options-a-descriptive-study-of-california-continuation-high-schools/
https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB2289
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http://www.edpolicyinca.org/publications/continuous-improvement-series-accountability-alternative-schools-california
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http://education-law.lawyers.com/school-law/school-expulsion-is-the-last-resort.html
http://ellabakercenter.org/in-the-news/press-release/ella-baker-center-for-human-rights-set-to-premiere-juvenile-justice-film
http://www.courts.ca.gov/1216.htm
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The Oakland-based Ella Baker Center, a former Full Circle Fund grant recipient, supported
the "Books not Bars" movement that helped accomplish this change.

Updated May 26, 2017 to summarize uncertain figures about the number of alternative
schools in California and the changing ways that they are held accountable, referring to
PACE and EdSource. Further updates: June 2018, October 2018 (adding new parental

leave law)
March 2019.



Lesson 5.5

Charter Schools:
Public schools, different rules
Here’s what you need to know about charter schools

In This Lesson

What is a charter school?

How is a charter school created?

Are charter schools in California different?

Can charter schools be closed?

Who can enroll in a charter school?

How can I get my child into a charter school?

Are charter schools unionized?

What portion of students attend charter schools?

About a tenth of California's K-12 students attend a public school that is organized as a
charter school.

Like traditional public schools,
charter public schools in California
must be non-religious, not-for-
profit, and tuition-free. They must
serve all students, including those
learning English and those with
special needs. Their teachers in
core subjects must have
certificates. Their students must
take the same state tests aligned
with the same Common Core
standards. Their administrators

https://ed100.org/lessons/charterschools#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/charterschools#tag2
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How are charter schools governed?

Can charter schools be run as for-profit businesses?

What is a conversion charter?

What are the arguments for charter schools?

What are the arguments against charter schools?

Do charter schools get better results?

What is a Charter Management Organization (CMO)?

Do most states allow charter schools?

★ Discussion Guide

must prepare many of the same
reports, including the SARC and
the LCAP.

Different from most traditional
public schools, charter schools
don't have attendance
boundaries. Any student can enroll
in a charter school. If there are not
enough seats available at a charter
school, it will typically give
preference to students who live
within the sponsoring district or
county, then use a lottery process to govern admissions, a process made famous in the
movie Waiting for Superman.

How Are Charter Schools Created?

Charter schools in California are created through an authorizing process that begins with a
petition signed by parents and teachers. In general, the number of signatures on the
petition has to represent at least half of the intended school community.

The process from this petition to opening of the charter school is lengthy and detailed.
Charter schools operate under a contract (a "charter") that obligates them to provide
specific services and to achieve specific results.

States vary widely in their approach to authorizing and overseeing charter schools. In many
states, a separate state agency plays a central role in authorization of charter schools.
California has no such separate agency. In California, charter schools are authorized and
overseen by the school district or county office of education in which they are located. Until
2020, charter schools could also be authorized by the State Board of Education. In
exceptional cases, a charter school still may appeal to the State Board of Education if a
district or county abuses its authority in denying authorization or renewal of a charter.

Separate Governance

Charter schools operate separately from school districts — that's the point. Each charter
school is governed by its own board of directors, which is defined and approved in the
authorization process.

https://ed100.org/lessons/charterschools#tag8
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About 80% of California
charter schools are not
unionized

Roughly 10% of
California's K-12 students
attend a charter school

Charter agreements must be renewed every few years — the frequency depends on the
school's performance. If a charter school fails to deliver on its commitments, its authorizer
may revoke the charter, closing the school.

As part of their separate
governance, charter schoolsoperate
under somewhat reduced regulation
compared to traditional public schools.
For example, charter schools are not
bound by most laws about class sizes,
hours of operation, use of seniority and
the like.

Like traditional public schools, charter schools may employ teachers
without union representation. Unlike traditional schools, union affiliation is rare among
teachers in charter schools. About 80% of California charter schools do not use collective
bargaining, according to 2016 research.

Charter School Growth in California

From the establishment of the first
charter schools in California in the
early 1990s, enrollment grew
steadily, exceeding 10% of all K-12
students in the state by 2018. In a
decade, public charter enrollment has
nearly tripled while enrollment in
private schools and traditional public schools has declined. (See chart. Source: CDE
Dataquest)

Charter schools are deeply entwined in the issue of school choice, but they are not the only
option for providing it. As discussed Lesson 5.2, some school districts have softened the
attendance boundaries that determine where kids may go to school, creating enrollment
systems in which parental preference can also play a role. It is within school boards' power
to create policies that provide schools with charter-like flexibility, subject to the boundaries
of collective bargaining agreements.

Funding for public education in California is based on attendance, as discussed in depth in
Ed100 Chapter 8. Money follows students. If a student attends a traditional public district
school, the funding follows the student to that school's district. School districts are
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expected to follow suit, allocating resources to schools based on the needs of the
students in attendance. If the student attends a public charter school, the funding follows,
too.

Charter Schools Cannot Be Run For Profit

In the past, charter schools in California could be organized as for-profit entities. Bad
incidents (including some highlighted by John Oliver) pointed out some scandalous
drawbacks of this approach. The California Attorney General reached a $168.5
million settlement with a for-profit online charter school operator over alleged violations of
California’s false claims, false advertising and unfair business practices laws. Following this
ruling, in 2018, Governor Brown signed AB 406, which prohibits a charter school from
being operated as or by a for-profit corporation or organization.

Not All Charter Schools Are Created From Scratch

Not all public charter schools are created from scratch; some have been "converted" from
traditional public schools. The conversion process is roughly the same as the process for
approving a new charter, requiring approval by an "authorizer."

According to research compiled for the Getting Down to Facts II studies, "as of 2017-18,
California had 211 conversion charters, which converted to charter schools from traditional
public schools with the support of the majority of the current teaching staff. The large
number of conversion schools is one reason why the state has a comparatively large
number of charter schools in which teachers are represented by a union—as many as 25
percent of all charters as of 2013."

In 2010, California legislation created a mechanism that, for a time, generated enormous
controversy: parents of students in schools with very low test scores could "trigger" a
change at the school. This could include changing it to a charter school, replacing staff,
removing the principal or closing the school down.

This "parent trigger" policy passed into law under a bill sponsored by Gloria Romero, then
a California Senator. Several other states implemented versions of the trigger law.
Although much has been written about the law, very few schools in California have actually
attempted it.

Traditional Public Schools vs Charter Schools
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Charter school policy is often caricatured in polarized terms: good or evil. Here are the
main points that advocates make for their points of view:

"Charter Schools are Good"

Charter school advocates argue that the purpose of school funding is to educate students,
and that school districts should not be entitled to a monopoly in operating public schools to
accomplish that purpose. Further, they argue that:

School funding "belongs" to students, not school districts.
Charter schools can serve as laboratories for innovation because they are less bound
by regulations and red tape. Insights developed in these laboratories can create new
models that other schools can learn from.
Charter schools are nonprofit entities, and concerns about "privatization" are fear-
mongering.
Offering families a choice for their children’s education creates a market for success
and a price for failure. If the school down the street doesn’t measure up, it makes
more sense to allow the school to lose enrollment or even close down than it does to
compel families to send their kids there.

"Charter Schools are Bad"

In the early days, teachers unions supported the original idea of locally created and locally
governed charter schools to encourage innovation to improve education. But as the charter
school sector evolved, teachers unions became sharp critics, with many seeking to halt
growth of the sector altogether. (More about this in our blog post Are Charter Schools Good
or Evil?)

Critics of public charter schools argue that as a matter of democratic principle, public
schools ought to be governed only by elected school boards.
When students leave a traditional public school, they harm the public school system
because funding leaves with them. If the school district does not have
counterbalancing growth, it is stuck with the distracting, morale-busting work
of downsizing, a process that can be complicated by contracts with unions and
vendors.
Downsizing is so disruptive to school districts that in 2019 Governor Newsom
signed AB 1505, which permitsdistricts to consider the fiscal impact of a charter
school on the current students in the district when deciding whether to approve or
renew a school's charter.

https://ed100.org/blog/are-charter-schools-good-or-evil
https://ed100.org/blog/are-charter-schools-good-or-evil
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https://www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI_Breaking_Point_May2018FINAL.pdf


Charter schools are not
magic

Do Charter Schools Deliver Good Results?

In practice, charter school results are
mixed.

Many researchers have studied the
performance and effects of charter
schools. Perhaps the most interesting
studies have come from an organization called CREDO at Stanford University. In a large-
scale study first published in 2009, updated in 2013, and updated again in 2018, CREDO
compared public charter school students to “virtual twins”from public traditional schools.
Each time it found similar test scores, on average, between these groups.

Both the CREDO studies and other research have found that, on average, public charter
schools have been more effective than traditional public schools at improving student
achievement in urban areas, especially for black students. They have been less effective in
non-urban areas, especially for white students. The effects were modest, however.

According to the researchers:

“In California, students who are Black or Hispanic or are in poverty made significantly greater

progress in charter schools than their TPS [traditional public school] peers. … California charter

schools provide greater learning gains for students who bring with them attributes that might be

expected to adversely impact their academic progress. Students who are identified as needing

Special Education supports fare slightly better in charter schools than their matched peers in the

TPS the charter students would otherwise have attended.”

The CREDO findings also underscore a vital point: schools vary a lot, period. There are
some great charter schools, but there are also some terrible ones, and quite a lot of
ordinary ones.

The CREDO findings have been repeatedly confirmed in other studies. For example, in
2019 Mathematica released findings from a long-term study of middle school students.

Studies like these can lead to actionable insights. In 2017, GreatSchools released Searching
for Opportunity, a study of racial gaps in access to quality schools in California. Among its
many findings, it identified 156 "spotlight schools" that delivered strong results for
Hispanic or African American students. A disproportionate share of the high-poverty
public schools in California where Latino and African American students are beating the
odds are charter schools.

https://gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Raymond.pdf#page=6
http://credo.stanford.edu/documents/NYC_report_2013_FINAL_20130219.pdf
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https://www.greatschools.org/gk/articles/great-schools-hispanic-students-spotlight/


Should Ineffective Schools Be Closed?

Supporters of charter schools argue that competitive pressure is not a bad thing, and that
no one should mourn the closure of an ineffective school. Opponents counter that this
argument rings hollow unless the new school is better than the old one, and that the work
of shrinking or closing district schools is a distraction from the real work of educating
students. Better, they argue, to improve the schools we have than to roll the dice that a new
school will be better.

Charter schools operate subject to the terms of their charter; they can be closed.
It happens. For example, in 2017, the California State Board of Education voted to close
down two charter schools because of governance and financial concerns.

Charter Management Organizations (CMOs)

In the earliest days of the charter school movement, each charter school was its own start-
up operation, from development of its governance structure to finance and facilities to
hiring and academic leadership. Although some schools were able to juggle all these factors
successfully, it took time and focus away from the main jobs of teaching students and
supporting teachers. In recent years, this "standalone" model has become less common;
though charter schools are mainly authorizedindividually by districts, increasingly they are
operated and managed through non-profit charter school networks known as Charter
Management Organizations (CMOs). CMOs serve an oversight and operational role
analogous to that of a school district, but unlike school districts they are not concentrated
in a single neighborhood.

Some relatively well-known CMOs include
the KIPP schools, Aspire, Rocketship Schools, YES Prep, UNcommon Schools, Leadership
Public Schools, and Green Dot.

Some non-profit organizations have made a priority out of supporting the development
and improvement of CMOs. Organizations that have played a strong role in California
include the NewSchools Venture Fund, the Gates Foundation and the Broad
Foundation (Insider tip: "Broad" rhymes with "road.").

Do Other States Have Charter Schools?

The laws of most states permit charter schools, with varying requirements and
limitations, summarized periodically by the Education Commission of the States. In 2018,
43 states (plus Washington, D.C.) had charter school laws.

http://educationnext.org/competition-with-charters-motivates-districts/
http://www.rand.org/pubs/external_publications/EP20120009.html
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Relative to other states, charter school authorization in California is highly decentralized,
with fewer accountability requirements. The National Alliance for Public Charter Schools
uses its own rubric to rank the states in terms of policy friendliness for charter schools.
Once viewed as a very charter-friendly state, California's rank has been falling. In 2018
California was the 18th most charter-friendly state in America.

Controversy

In 2018 and 2019, pressures mounted to regulate California charter schools and CMOs in
ways more similar to traditional public schools and districts. In 2019, several new laws
(summarized in our blog) changed the conditions for charter schools. For example, CMOs
must follow the same laws as school districts when it comes to transparency, such as open
meetings, public records and conflicts of interest. In 2019 a law also established a two-year
moratorium on approval of new charters for online (non-classroom-based) schools.

Charter schools have inspired breathless prose, hate-filled screeds, philosophical tracts,
books, statistical treatises, television specials and movies. If you are making a decision
involving charter schools, take a deep breath and remember to seek multiple perspectives.

The next lesson will address private schools.

Updated May 2017, Dec 2017, June 2018, Oct 2018, Mar 2019, Oct 2019.
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Lesson 5.6

Private Schools:
Tuition, Vouchers and Religion
Private schools are changing, because…

In This Lesson

Should I send my child to private school?

Are private schools better than public schools?

Are private schools religious?

How much does private school cost?

Is private school tuition tax-deductible?

What is a school voucher?

What is a Blaine Amendment?

★ Discussion Guide

About half a million of California’s students in grades K-12 attend private schools.

Of these students, about four out of five
attend a private school affiliated with a
church or religion. Many private schools
(particularly those without a religious
affiliation) refer to themselves as
"independent schools" or "nonprofit
schools."

https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/privateschools#tag7
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Enrollment in private schools has declined in California, slowly. In 2012-13, about 8.3% of
K-12 students attended private schools. As of 2017, the percentage had fallen to 7.3%.

Are private schools better than public ones? It's difficult to even hazard a serious guess
supported by evidence. Statistics about class sizes, hours of instruction, staffing and the
like are not systematically collected from private schools. Simple comparisons of test scores
between private schools and public ones show a difference, but this reflects a giant
selection bias: kids in private schools tend to have some big life advantages. Private schools
also tend to use different tests than public schools, befuddling comparisons. Accounting
and tax issues make it seriously difficult even to compare how much money private schools
spend in comparison to public ones. A provocative 2018 long-term analysis by Robert C.
Pianta and Arya Ansari found no evidence that private schools produce educational results

http://www.ed-data.org/state/CA
http://www.capenet.org/facts.html
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X18785632


broadly better than public schools when poverty and family characteristics are taken into
consideration. (For a deep look at these issues read Private Schooling in the U.S. by Bruce
Bakker of Rutgers University)

Tuition is not tax-deductible

In California, as in most states, private school tuition is paid by parents, without significant
government support or subsidy. Private school is costly, and not generally tax-deductible.
Non-tuition donations to private school scholarship funds generally are deductible,
however, as private schools are almost universally non-profit organizations. (Some private
schools refer to themselves as "non-profit schools" to emphasize the point.) Private schools
depend heavily on donations to support their capital requirements.

Blurred lines and Vouchers

Some students who attend private schools may receive services from a public school. For
example students with special educational needs, say help with speech therapy, might
receive those services through a local public school. Similarly, home-schooled students can
also access some public school services.

In several states and Washington, DC, the lines between private and public schooling have
been blurred through the use of "voucher" programs. In these programs, parents receive
tax-funded vouchers for use toward payment of tuition costs at a private school. Because
the majority of American private schools have a religious affiliation, debate about school
vouchers frequently overlaps with arguments about separation of church and state. The
debate goes back to at least 1875, under the administration of Ulysses S Grant, when James
G. Blaine proposed a constitutional ban on public funding of private schools. In a wave of
anti-Catholic sentiment, the Blaine Amendment narrowly failed to become a part of the US
constitution, but most state constitutions adopted equivalent policies.

The matter is not settled. In 2002 a divided US Supreme Court approved the use of tax-
funded vouchers for tuition in selective religious schools in limited circumstances in
Cleveland.  In 2011 Republican leaders in several states including Indiana advanced state
legislation to permit use of tax-funded vouchers at religious schools. In 1993, and again
in 2000, voucher initiatives were overwhelmingly defeated in California.

Vouchers and the Trump Administration

http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/PB-Baker-PvtFinance.pdf
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With the arrival of the Trump administration in Washington, the voucher debate heated up
again. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos has called for Blaine Amendments to
be overturned in order to permit tax-funded voucher programs for religious schools.

Arguments against vouchers are succinctly stated by the Anti-Defamation League.
Rebuttals are summarized here by BalancedPolitics.org.

What does the research say? Research (2016) from The Stanford Center for Opportunity
Policy in Education (SCOPE) takes a broad international look at how education systems
with vouchers compare.

The study examines two approaches that it describes as "Public Investment" vs.
"Privatization." For the "public investment" model, it describes Finland, Cuba, and
Ontario, all of which invested significantly in teacher professionalization and resources for
schools. The "privatization" examples are market-based reforms in Sweden, Chile, 1990s
Ontario, and some U.S. cities. A 12-minute video, How Privatization and Public Investment
Influence Education: A Look at the Research, takes a strong point of view in favor of the
"investment" approach.

In the pro-voucher arena, The Foundation for Educational Choice provides arguments in
favor of vouchers as well as selected research on programs on school choice in the US. The
Wharton School provides voucher pros and cons with earlier state research. Arguments in
favor of school vouchers are also well articulated by Greg Forster of the Foundation for
Educational Choice here.

An excellent statistical comparison of private schools by their self-described affiliation
(Independent, Catholic, Jewish/Hebrew, etc. is available here from the blog
schoolfinance101.

The next lesson explores ideas about improving education by incorporating health and
other community-based services directly into schools.

Updated July 2017, March 2018
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Lesson 5.7

Community Schools:
Could Schools Do More Than Educate?
Turns out there are some things schools can do other than teach kids.

In This Lesson

What community services should a school offer?

What is a community school?

Should our school district create a promise neighborhood?

★ Discussion Guide

Perhaps out of habit, most people usually think of schools as serving a single purpose:
teachers teach and students learn. But no school is an island.

Each school, and the families
it serves, exists within the
context of a larger
community. Children’s lives,
and their ability to succeed in
school are affected by every
facet of their community, not
just what happens in the
classroom.

https://ed100.org/lessons/healthservices#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/healthservices#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/healthservices#tag4
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sai4VMC39d0n3ma8PF_CMJzoC3U13F1x9XfyALwEX90


Four Pillars of Community Schools: Click to view the
infographic from the Learning Policy Institute.

Success at school is much more difficult if a family’s basic needs (such as housing, health,
nutrition, safety, and transportation) are not met. The quality and availability of
community services support the quality of schools. In return, schools can also serve as
important focal points for community services.

A broader mission for schools

When a crisis happens, it becomes obvious that schools are about more than teaching: they
are central to the meaning of community. For example, in a pilot project in San Francisco,
homeless students and their families use their elementary school at night for shelter.

The "community schools" movement advocates for a broader definition of the role of a
school, particularly in areas of high poverty.

This broader vision can vary depending on the
needs of the community. As the Coalition for
Community Schools puts it, community schools
support “an integrated focus on academics,
health and social services, youth and
community development, and community
engagement that leads to improved student
learning, stronger families, and healthier
communities.”

For schools to do more than educate, they must
have a vision that extends beyond the school
day. One of the most acclaimed examples of a
school with these kinds of integrated services is
the Harlem Children’s Zone in New York City.
This video from Edutopia about New
York's Children's Aid Society helps to show
some of the possibilities.

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Community_Schools_Effective_INFOGRAPHIC.pdf
https://ed100.org/lessons/poverty
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Community schools enjoyed federal support under the Obama administration's “Promise
Neighborhoods” initiative, a grant program that supported cities in replicating the Harlem
model’s success. The program was defunded under the Trump administration.

Partnerships

Most "community school" efforts require coordinated
effort among a variety of participating organizations,
each of which brings assets to the partnership. Schools
on their own do not have unused budget to provide
health services, for example, but they may have
underused space that a health-focused organization
lacks. A 2017 report by Anna Maier, Julia Daniel, and
Jeannie Oakes for the Learning Policy Institute summarized the available evidence of
impact from a synthesis of research. They conclude that "well-implemented community
schools lead to improvement in student and school outcomes and contribute to meeting the
educational needs of low-achieving students in high-poverty schools."

Governor Newsom proposed $300 million in funding for community schools as part of his
budget for 2020-21. (For more on that, see our blog post.)

The next lesson addresses one of the most important factors driving a school's success or
failure: leadership.

Updated July 2017, Aug 2018, Dec 2018, Feb 2020.
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Lesson 5.8

Principals:
The Pivotal Role of Educational Leadership
The most influential person in a school is…

In This Lesson

What is the Center for Teaching Quality (CTQ)?

What do school principals do?

How much should schools spend on administration?

Why is it hard to recruit principals in California?

What make a principal good?

How can our school hire a good principal?

How are principals evaluated?

How to interview for a school principal

How long do principals stay at one school?

★ Discussion Guide

Leadership does not always spring to mind as a key element of the learning environment of
a school. It should.

The Center for Teaching
Quality (CTQ) has researched the
impact of various “teaching and
learning conditions” on student
learning. The conditions researched
include: facilities and resources,
professional development, and
school leadership.

According to the CTQ research, no
other variable on this list has as
powerful an effect on student
learning as the school leader.
Parents and teachers are the most
immediate influencers of student
learning results, but a great school
leader can bring out the best in teachers and foster a great environment for learning. A
poor leader, on the other hand, can destroy a school. Leadership matters.

California's school leadership crisis

https://ed100.org/lessons/leadership#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/leadership#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/leadership#tag3
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This is very bad news for California, because it is uncommonly difficult to recruit principals
in this state.

Under the best of circumstances, principals
have a difficult job. In a mid-sized school of
600 students, a principal oversees some thirty
educators and a similar number of other staff,
but also bears responsibility for the school's
relationship with school district, parents,
foundations, politicians, police, cranky
neighbors, community leaders and leaders in
other schools. The principal is also responsible
for the school facilities, working with the district to provide for upkeep and remodeling
when needed.

All while conveying a loving openness and unflappable capacity to calm folks down when
things aren't going the way they want.

In California, the circumstances for principals are far from ideal. For example, California
ranks well below other states in the number of students per administrator. (See chart
below.) These administrators, in turn, oversee teachers with some of America's largest
classes.

https://ed100.org/blog/schools-are-like-businesses
http://gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/GDTFII_Report_Levin_appendix.pdf#page=33


It is uncommonly difficult
to recruit principals in
California.

What does it mean to have fewer
administrators in a school? As a
practical matter, principals in
California must do their job with one
fewer leader in the office to help. The
school district cannot fill the gap, either
— districts in California have about half

as many administrators as is typical in other states. To top it off, California’s relatively high
salaries for teachers are not matched with similarly high salaries for principals. To recap:
Leading a school is significantly harder in California than in other states, and it pays less.

According to an extensive study in 2018 as part of the Getting Down to Facts II project
(GDTFII), California does not have a shortage of people with the right credentials to be
principals. But it does have a shortage of people who want to be principals. About half of
those who earned certificates of eligibility in 2010–11 to be a principal never obtained
employment as administrators.

Principal turnover in schools is tremendously disruptive. It is also very common. Four
years at a school is typical. According to a study in the GDTFII project, student
achievement tends to fall after a principal leaves a school and it can take 5 years after a new
principal is hired to fully rebound, particularly in high-poverty, low-achieving schools.

http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Sutcher.pdf
http://cepa.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/13-Fuller(3-07)%5B1%5D.pdf
http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Sutcher.pdf
http://d-scholarship.pitt.edu/33237/1/Daloisio%20-%20Dissertation.pdf


"Poaching" makes the equity problem worse

District superintendents tend to remain in a district for only a few years. In the time they
have, one of their most powerful tools for change is to hire the best principals they can,
increasingly by "poaching" promising leadership talent from other districts. According to
the GDTFII study, "Principals have become more mobile in the last decade. In 2004–05,
the typical California principal had been the principal at their current school for almost 10
years, compared to only 4 years in 2016–17."

Poaching makes sense as a hiring strategy, but of course it's a zero-sum game. It
contributes to the churn in the system and tends to put less-well-off districts at a
disadvantage. Schools with the greatest need tend to get less-experienced principals, and
also tend to have relatively high principal turnover. It doesn't help that, according to the
GDTFII report, principals of high-poverty and low-achieving schools report lower salaries
than principals of other schools.

Building Leaders

There is ample evidence that effective school leadership really matters, and that training
programs can be effective. Unfortunately, it is difficult for school districts to develop a
"pipeline" of leadership talent. In 2018 the GDTFII study recommended that the state and
districts should address this problem by developing principal leadership programs of
"service scholarships and residency programs for school leaders," taking inspiration from
programs in Tennessee and Chicago as well as from the California-based Aspiring
Principals program.

Because leadership plays such a strong role in school success or failure, some nonprofit
organizations focus on leadership development and placement, often recruiting principals
from unconventional pools of talent. The Broad Residencyemphasizes recruitment and
training of school district leadership. New Leaders recruits and trains teacher leaders and
principals. Both organizations, in turn, recruit extensively from Teach for America. These
organizations (and many others) have developed thoughtful approaches to selecting and
developing school leaders.

The GTDFII studies emphasize that investing in ongoing professional learning for
educational leaders can have a significant effect for comparatively little cost: "One effective
professional learning program estimated that the $4,000-per-candidate cost of the
program equated to approximately $117 per additional student achieving proficiency."

How to pick a leader

http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Sutcher.pdf
http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Sutcher.pdf#page=49
https://newleaders.org/programs/aspiring-principals/
https://www.broadcenter.org/broad-residency/
https://newleaders.org/


If your school is looking to hire a new principal and you have been included in the search
process, GreatSchools offers a list of interview questions to ask. The toughest type of
questions, and sometimes most revealing, are simulation interviewsin which you ask a
candidate to play-act how they would handle a difficult leadership scenario.

While the most important elements of a work environment are human factors such as
leadership, the more mundane physical considerations can also make a difference. The
next lesson will explore these considerations.

Updated May 2018, October 2018.
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Lesson 5.9

Facilities:
What Does a School Look Like?
Very few schools have this, but they should.

In This Lesson

How are school facilities funded?

Why do schools use bonds to fund construction?

Who pays for school facilities?

Can school technology be funded with bonds?

How do you pass a school bond measure?

What was California Prop 39?

What was the Williams case?

School systems require facilities: buildings, desks, networks, labs, performance spaces,
practice spaces and the like. These spaces need to be safe, sufficiently spacious, and
equipped with the right stuff. Nothing is free, and in California there have been many gaps.

How School Facilities are
Financed

Like homeowners who borrow to buy
or upgrade a home, school districts
generally borrow money to build, buy
or upgrade facilities. Unlike
homeowners, instead of borrowing
from a bank, school districts borrow
money by selling bonds.

https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag7


How do we make our school earthquake safe?

What is E-rate? How can our school qualify?

How can our school get better internet coverage?

How can we get better WiFi in classrooms?

★ Discussion Guide

The language used to describe bonds
can be confusing: when school districts
"sell" or "issue" bonds to "raise money"
what they are really doing is borrowing
money. Just like a mortgage, money
borrowed with a bond must be paid for
over time, with interest. Investors lend
money to school districts as a business
transaction: they make a little money on the deal. The specific rules (the "structure") of a
bond can vary, including the amount borrowed, what the money may be used for, the
interest rate, and the timing of when money changes hands. Voters approve bond debts
through measures that appear on the ballot. The debt is paid using taxes collected from
property owners based on the assessed value of their property. In most cases, a citizen
oversight committee is created to ensure that the funds are used for their intended
purpose.

The costs related to the purchase, construction or modernization of school facilities are
known as "capital" expenses. These costs are accounted for in a way that spreads out the
expense over time. Capital expenses are a significant aspect of the overall cost of education,
but they are handled and reported separately from the normal day-to-day "operating"
expenses.

Changing Rules about school bonds

Rules and limits for raising funds locally for school construction were established in
California's constitution in 1871. The rules have changed significantly over time, and there
have been successive booms and busts in school facilities investment. The state began
playing a role in the funding of school facilities in California generations ago, with passage
of the Field Act in 1933. In the post-Sputnik 1950s and '60s, the rapidly-growing state
began issuing bonds to encourage and support the building of new public school facilities.
In the 1970s the state began addressing the aging of those no-longer-new buildings with
programs to support school modernization and earthquake readiness.

The most well-known change in the finance of school facilities happened in 1978, when
California voters passed Proposition 13. This measure raised the threshold for passage of
local school facility bonds from a majority to a 2/3 vote. The higher threshold contributed
to a plunge in investment in construction and maintenance of school facilities, even as
rapid population growth increased the number of students.

https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag8
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag9
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag10
https://ed100.org/lessons/facilities#tag11
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sai4VMC39d0n3ma8PF_CMJzoC3U13F1x9XfyALwEX90
http://www.calboc.net/
https://cepa.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/6-Brunner%283-07%29.pdf#page=7


55% passes a bond
measure.

Schools filled to overflowing, and inexpensive “portables” filled the former playground
areas in many schools. In 1996, legislation to reduce class sizes further increased the
pressure. Some communities (especially wealthier ones) mustered the votes to pass school
construction bonds, but others failed to do so. To make more intensive use of space, some
overcrowded schools shifted to year-round overlapping school calendars, which proved
unpopular.

In 2000, voters approved Proposition
39, which gave school districts the
ability to pass a school facility bond
with a 55% "yes" vote. The combination
of this measure and a series of four
statewide general obligation bonds for school construction between 1998 and 2006
contributed to a boom in school construction and repair. Some districts found it easier than
others to raise funds, but a series of state bond measures helped to support the work in
higher-poverty districts. The stock market climbed, and sunshine warmed California
schools. Then...

Fickle Fairness in Facility Funding

When the market swoons, school funding crumbles, especially including funds for facilities.
According to research conducted as part of the 2018 the Getting Down to Facts II set of
studies, the Great Recession undermined state bond funding for school facilities, especially
"in districts with larger shares of disadvantaged or nonwhite students."

http://www.ballotpedia.org/wiki/index.php/California_Proposition_39_(2000)


The report, Financing School Facilities in California, concludes that the impact of bond
financing policies for schools in California has routinely advantaged communities best able
to pay, to the detriment of the school districts where students need the most help. The
report suggests ways in which California lawmakers could address this inequitable
variation.

Some conditions are unacceptable

Deplorable conditions in some schools prompted the Williams case (filed in 2000, settled
in 2005), which successfully argued that California has a responsibility to provide every
child a school where he or she has a reasonable opportunity to learn. The plaintiffs in this
case championed measurement of health and safety factors (such as vermin or broken
toilets) and disadvantages (such as missing textbooks and inexperienced teachers) in order
to increase the odds that children in every school can apply their energies to learning. The
expression “opportunity to learn” came to be used as shorthand for the connection between
facilities and learning.

In California, these same learning conditions must be described in each school's
annual School Accountability Report Card. Basic learning conditions are also among the
priorities that school districts must report on as part of their Local Control Accountability
Plan (LCAP). Safe schools facilities include things such as lighting, temperature, safe

http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Brunner-Vincent.pdf
http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Brunner-Vincent.pdf
http://www.decentschools.org/settlement.php
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/sa/parentguide.asp
http://www.decentschools.org/settlement_action.php


If schools lack 
good facilities 
they hold back 
kids' abilities

bathrooms and playgrounds, and
accessibility for handicapped persons.

Charter schools in California use widely
varying facilities. Proposition
39 also required school districts to
provide charter school
facilities"sufficient to the charter
school's needs."

The physical space

California’s public dialogue about school facilities has included plenty of local variation, but
taken as a whole the main themes have been basic, such as spaces for children to learn
that won't collapse in an earthquake. 

The way school buildings are designed makes a difference in how schooling happens. If the
space is divided into uniform-size classrooms that hold about 30 students it’s likely that’s
how instruction will be organized. Some programs, such as laboratory science and
performing arts, require spaces for rehearsals and performance. PE programs are strongly
influenced by facilities: a school with access only to paved spaces for recreation will
emphasize basketball, but a school with ready access to a grass field might offer more
soccer.

Facilities are rarely a school's highest priority, unless there is an acute problem.

The Digital Facilities Gap

One essential element of a school facility is digital infrastructure. Internet connectivity is
enormously valuable for instruction, research and homework. But many schools remain
substantially off the grid. This is a facility problem, and since investments in facilities tend
to happen only occasionally, in connection with passage of a bond measure, California
schools are falling far behind in terms of digital access.

As always with things that cost money, schools in higher-wealth communities tend to be
ahead of those serving lower-wealth communities. At the national level, the FCC's E-
rate program tries to bridge this divide, but its resources are limited. Some school districts
are moving faster than others to make digital readiness part of their facilities plan. San
Diego's i21 Interactive Classroom initiative stands out as an example that started earlier
than most. In 2009 the district began a five-year bond-funded project to make wireless

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cs/as/proposition39.asp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Field_Act
http://www.fcc.gov/guides/universal-service-program-schools-and-libraries
http://www.sandi.net/i21


The direction of change is
obvious; only its pace is
in question.

internet access reach every corner of
every room of every school - and,
crucially, to reach the place of residence
of every student. It also invested in
training for teachers, so that they could
use the new tools effectively.

The role of technology in education is changing quickly, a topic that will be explored further
in Lesson 6.6. There remains plenty of disagreement about how and when computers and
devices should be used, but hardly anyone would argue anymore that schools should be "off
the grid." Many schools have spotty, slow or missing internet access, and most districts
don't know for certain where their facilities have "dead zones." Many students' families
have access to web services, but not all. The direction of change is obvious; only its pace is
in question.

When you walk into a school, the buildings might not be the first thing you notice: it might
be the kids. What are they wearing? The next lesson explores the evidence about uniforms
as an element of a school environment.

Updated July 2017
Updated extensively October 2018
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Lesson 5.10

School Climate:
What Makes a School Good?
Many schools require uniforms. Here’s why.

In This Lesson

What makes a school climate good or bad?

Why does school climate matter?

How can we improve our school climate?

Do school uniforms help students learn?

How can we measure our school climate?

What is the California School Climate Survey (CSCS)?

What is a funding "mandate" in California?

What are the CORE districts?

What is the School Quality Improvement Index (SQII)?

★ Discussion Guide

The world's most famous school is imaginary. In the Harry Potter series, J.K. Rowling
introduces readers to Hogwarts, a school with tremendous personality.

The students are magically
selected and sorted. Their robes
and powers distinguish them
from non-students. The teachers
work tirelessly to make the school
a safe and supportive place for
learning, but they face challenges.
Rivalries and prejudices divide
the students. Dementors lurk
beyond the gates.

Our schools and classrooms lack
the magic of Hogwarts, but
students don't need a sorting hat

https://ed100.org/lessons/uniforms#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/uniforms#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/uniforms#tag3
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'Bully-victim behavior' is a public
health problem affecting up to a
quarter of students every year.

to separate themselves into
groups. The cool kids hang out in this hallway. The serious kids go to that one. The kids
who speak Spanish tend to assemble over here, and the kids into sports tend to gather over
there.

To unify a group is hard, especially if it is diverse. School leaders, teachers and parent
leaders can bridge differences, with effort, desire and time. The mechanics of school work
better when each student is included and motivated, but it doesn't just happen. Great
teachers succeed partly by creating a culture that "works" for learning in their classrooms.
Great schools create a culture of learning beyond individual classes or grades.

A Climate of Learning

Many popular movies feature a teacher (real or fictional) who inspires students to great
efforts. These teachers are usually portrayed as heroes or anti-heroes who somehow "get
through" to students in unexpected ways.

These movies are widely appreciated by educators, but also resented. To succeed, must
teachers be so selfless, or attractive, or demented? Does an effective school climate require
teachers with Hollywood-grade charisma? If so, who will pay to send 300,000 California
teachers to charisma school… and would it work?

Elements of School Climate

A growing body of research backs up
the common sense observation that
school climate matters, and it can be
developed intentionally. The National
School Climate Center assembled
research on school climate in A Review of School Climate Research. This rather dense
academic report suggests that "school climate" can be thought of in five dimensions. Here
are the actionable conclusions:

1. Take bullying seriously. Although physical assault is rare in most schools, bullying is
common and corrosive, and the effects are long-lasting. According to the Health
Resources and Services Administration, "bully-victim behavior" is a public health
problem affecting up to a quarter of students every year. On any given day, as many as
160,000 students may stay home from school because they are afraid of being bullied.
Victims of bullying often remain quiet out of shame or fear. Among the more important
priorities for a healthy school climate is to support the idea that trouble is best avoided

http://www.edutopia.org/blog/20-must-see-movies-educators-nicholas-provenzano
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.3102/0034654313483907
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.538.432&rep=rep1&type=pdf


before it happens. In particular, a school culture that demonizes "tattle-tales" or
"snitches" is set up for trouble. It's hard to feel sympathy for bullies, but they warrant
attention, too. Bullying behavior strongly predicts future trouble with the law, among
other things.

2. Invest in relationships. School is personal. Students may or may not thrill to the
subject matter of a class, but they decide quickly and intuitively whether teachers care
about them and whether they care about their peers. Teacher absenteeism and turnover
are measurable warning signs of troubled relationships in a school climate.

3. Take learning seriously. Successful schools make learning the central activity, and
support teachers to make it so.

4. Light up the dark spots. Bad things happen less often in spaces that are supervised.
5. Create a plan to improve school climate. Don't leave it to chance. This turns out

to be really hard to do unless you have a clear point of view about what improvement
looks like and how to measure it.

Measuring School Climate

School climate clearly matters a lot, but many of its qualities are hard to measure. As part
of the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), school districts are required to include plans
for measurably improving school climate as part of the Local Control Accountability Plan
(LCAP). (You can find it in "priority 6" of your district's LCAP.) The California Department
of Education recommends a school climate survey as a model practice.

School climate surveys can help leaders inspire change by giving visibility to issues that
matter to faculty, parents and students. Under the right conditions, these surveys can spark
discussions that lead to insights and action. In order for surveys to perform this function
usefully, however, they must be consistent and they must be used. Someone with credibility
in the school community has to assemble the data and inspire people take time to look.
Results must be delivered promptly in ways that are clear and relevant, or they will simply
be ignored. This is hard to do.

In California, the most widely-used survey that relates to school climate is the California
Healthy Kids Survey (CHKS), a component of the broader California School Climate Survey
(CSCS). Many California districts have some experience with these surveys because they
were briefly supported by federal Title IV funding in the 2008-09 school year. When this
source of funding dried up, the survey became one of the many things that school districts
can decide to invest in (or not) as part of the funds they receive under the Local Control
Funding Formula (LCFF). Lessons learned from California's grant to improve school
climate offer insight for school districts going forward.

http://www.violencepreventionworks.org/public/bullying_effects.page
https://www.cde.ca.gov/eo/in/lcff-pri6-practices.asp
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/at/cscs.asp
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/at/cscs.asp
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/ss/se/safesupportive.asp


California school districts are obligated to include information about school climate as part
of their Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). The Healthy Kids (CHKS) and School
Climate (CSCS) surveys provide an obvious mechanism to deliver on that requirement, so
some school districts continue to use the Healthy Kids Survey or alternatives based on it.
For example, survey results are available for California's largest district, Los Angeles
Unified, in the form of PDF reports that can be downloaded and printed.

Students have a lot to say about their schools. Ironically, the California School Climate
Survey does not include a model for collecting feedback from them. There are alternatives.
For example, the National School Climate Center provides surveys that include students.
Ed100 Lesson 2.10explores practical approaches.

Not a Mandate. Just a Suggestion

A 2018 report by Fight Crime: Invest in Kids found that the state's guidance about school
climate surveys is often ignored. The state of California doesn't check, and has no
mechanism to collect information from school climate surveys that are conducted. Why?
Because doing so would constitute a state "mandate" — and state mandates have to be state
funded. More about state mandates in Lesson 7.3.

CORE and the SQII

In the final years of the No Child Left Behind era, some of California's school districts
joined a coalition known as CORE. The coalition developed school accountability policies
as part of an agreement with the federal department of education, enabling them to
continue receiving certain federal funds. The CORE districts developed a School Quality
Improvement Index (SQII) that includes some measures intended to reflect elements of
school climate, such as attendance and discipline data. It does not include survey data. The
image below summarizes how elements are weighted in the SQII Accountability Score.

http://reportcardsurvey.lausd.net/surveys/reports.jsp
https://www.schoolclimate.org/services/measuring-school-climate-csci
https://ed100.org/lessons/voices
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/584-analysis-how-does-school-climate-fare-in-2017-18-lcap-plans
http://csm.ca.gov/history.php
https://ed100.org/lessons/districts
http://coredistricts.org/
https://coredistricts.org/our-data-research/improvement-measures/
http://www.brookings.edu/research/reports/2016/03/17-non-cognitive-skills-school-accountability-california-core-west
https://coredistricts.org/our-work/school-quality-improvement-system/


In 2016, related changes in Federal policy prompted the California State Board of
Education to incorporate a measure of school climate into a new statewide school
accountability system. After much debate, the rate of chronic absence is now included as an
element of the state's accountability system to evaluate schools and districts.

School Uniforms

In order to create a distinct school culture, many private schools have long required pupils
to wear uniforms. Uniforms create a visible shared identity among schoolmates, and
reduce the visibility of wealth differences, at some cost to personal expression. In the early
1990s, California’s Long Beach Unified became America’s first public school district to
require uniforms for its students. The students’ strong improvement in academic
performance drew national attention. Some charter schools have re-interpreted the idea in
a more low-key style.

In part, uniforms are a strategy to reduce bullying. They also can play a role in reducing
gang identification in schools. Many charter schools and private schools use school
uniforms, which now generally consist of slacks and a polo shirt or sweatshirt with a logo.
California law permits schools to establish uniforms but requires schools to help
economically disadvantaged students pay for them.

Are uniforms a magic answer to urban school improvement? Of course not. There is
no automatic correlation between uniforms and learning. Implementing uniforms can
create a sudden and visible change in a school environment, but it is up to the school’s

https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/SQII-2016.png
http://www.cde.ca.gov/nr/ne/yr16/yr16rel59.asp
http://www.usatoday.com/news/education/2007-08-05-uniforms-protest_N.htm
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&sectionNum=35183


leaders and faculty to create the less visible changes that drive student learning. Arguments
and claims on all sides are summarized here by PublicSchoolReview and discussed more
extensively on Greatschools.org.

The next lesson explores one of the major recurring themes of school reform: small
schools.

This post was updated:
July, 2017, December 2018, April 2019, November 2019
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Lesson 5.11

Small Schools:
Oops, We Shrunk the Schools!
Grants inspired a boom in “small” schools. Here’s what happened.

In This Lesson

What are the advantages of small schools?

Should I enroll my child in a small school?

Do small schools work better?

★ Discussion Guide

Getting "lost" in school

The largest schools in California enroll thousands of children. These complex organizations
are larger than many corporations.

At their best, these large schools offer diverse
course options, robust athletic programs and
specialized arts programs. For students with
an edge, these large schools can work well.

For many students, however, it is very easy to
get “lost” in a big school, especially at the
secondary level. If each course is taught by a

https://ed100.org/lessons/smallschools#tag1
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In schools of 
a smallish size 
students can't 
avoid your eyes

different teacher and classes are randomly “mixed,” a student in such a school might
interact with upwards of 150 students daily. In the course of a day, a teacher might be
expected to sustain close to 200 relationships.

Shrinking the schools helped, some.

In the 1990’s, education reform organizations such as the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation focused on data showing that large schools are systematically less effective
than small ones at retaining students and advancing their academic progress.

The Gates’ leadership prompted a wave of “small-schools” reforms, partly aligned with the
movement to create charter schools. This movement, with strong backing from the Gates
Foundation and enthusiastic support from many small studies, led to the creation of
thousands of small schools all over America. (“Small” in this context is usually defined as a
school with about 100 students per grade level or fewer.) In some cases, large schools were
converted into multiple small schools sharing a campus, sometimes referred to as "schools
within a school" models.

Some of these small schools, particularly newly founded schools, became important models
for how to create an effective school culture.

In a candid letter in 2009, however, Bill
Gatesconceded that many of the
schools they invested in “did not
improve students’ achievement in any
significant way.” Making a school
smaller, on its own, did not make as big
a difference as hoped.

But he may have spoken too soon. A
series of three follow-on studies by MRDC in New York City showed graduation rates are
higher by 10 percentage points or more in the city’s Small Schools of Choice (SSCs) than in
other local high schools. In 2015 a further study led by Leanna Stiefel of NYU
independently reinforced the MRDC finding: the movement to create new small schools
probably boosted student outcomes in New York City.

"Rigor and Relationships"

http://www.gatesfoundation.org/annual-letter/Documents/2009-bill-gates-annual-letter.pdf
http://www.mdrc.org/publications/560/overview.html
http://wagner.nyu.edu/files/faculty/publications/EDUCATIONAL_RESEARCHER-2015-Stiefel-Sch-Wis_Sm_Schools.pdf


But why did these reforms work, and for whom? The third MRDC report, published in
2013, notes that “Principals and teachers at the 25 SSCs with the strongest evidence of
effectiveness believe that academic rigor and personal relationships with students
contribute to the effectiveness of their schools. They also believe that these attributes
derive from their schools’ small organizational structures and from the commitment,
knowledge, dedication, and adaptability of their teachers.”

Even if teachers are adaptable, however, there are always tradeoffs. For example, it is
impractical for a small school on its own to offer the range of courses and extracurricular
activities possible at a large school. Small schools may be able to offer students access to
specialized learning opportunities through partnerships and external programs, but
managing such partnerships isn't free or automatic.

Perhaps one of the biggest challenges of small schools is who will lead them. As discussed
in Lesson 5.8, a principal can make or break a school, and principals are in short supply,
especially in California. Making schools smaller implies finding more leaders. The tradeoffs
are real.

Lesson 5.12 examines the ultimate small-school model: learning at home.

Updated July 2017, Dec 2018
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Lesson 5.12

Home Schools:
How Do They Work?
Is “homeschooling” a scam?

In This Lesson

What is home-schooling?

Why do families choose home school?

Does home-schooling work?

Should I home-school my child?

How are home schools regulated?

What are "virtual schools" and are they good?

★ Discussion Guide

A small fraction of California students do not attend school at all, in a conventional sense.

“Homeschooled” children participate in an
educational program that is coordinated
by their parents. Like anything that
involves a small fraction of children, when
you multiply that fraction by the
population of California you end up with a
big number.

Because school attendance is compulsory,
families must meet some requirements to
legally pull their children out of school.

https://ed100.org/lessons/home#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/home#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/home#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/home#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/home#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/home#tag6
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sai4VMC39d0n3ma8PF_CMJzoC3U13F1x9XfyALwEX90


Homeschool was for 
religious kids 
but now it's a way 
to learn from vids

The top reason parents
cite for choosing
homeschooling is "a
concern about the
environment" of other
schools.

The Homeschooling Association of California advises families about how to establish their
own private school or how to affiliate with a Private Satellite Program (PSP).

Religious concerns play heavily in some
families' desire to separate from public
schools. Until recently, religious
concerns dominated the demand for
home schooling. In a 2011-12 survey,
16% of parents of homeschooled
children cited religion as their top
reason for choosing to teach their child
at home.

But the internet has made it significantly easier for families to learn about home schooling
options, and "homeschooling" is a growing movement. Computer-based instruction and
online resources are making learning at home an increasingly realistic option for more
families and into higher grades.

The US Department of Education
estimates that nationwide
homeschooling has grown rapidly
to about 3.4% of students. The
Department of Education survey
suggests that homeschoolers are
students for whom traditional school is
not working for a variety of reasons,
including commute distances, bullying,
or other safety concerns. The number
one reason that parents cite for
choosing homeschooling is "a concern
about the environment" of other schools.

A rapidly increasing number of these new homeschool students are enrolling in “virtual
schools” that make heavy use of computing and telecommunication. There are
some reasons to worry about the appropriateness of this approach to home schooling for
students who are far behind. In 2013 the largest virtual school operator, K-12, a for-profit
company using charter school laws, came under intense criticism.
California outlawed some activities of for profit management companies in 2018, in large
part because of financial and academic performance issues.

http://www.hsc.org/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/chris-sosa/homeschooling-setting-the_b_6638900.html
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oii/nonpublic/statistics.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/13/education/online-schools-score-better-on-wall-street-than-in-classrooms.html?_r=3&pagewanted=all&
http://www.businessinsider.com/whitney-tilsons-k12-presentation-2013-9
https://edsource.org/2018/gov-brown-again-to-decide-whether-to-ban-for-profit-charter-schools/601903


But we are getting ahead of ourselves. The role of computers in learning is a far larger topic
than home-based learning. The technology angle of this topic will be explored further
in Lesson 6.6, in the section “the Right Stuff.”

The next lesson steps away from anything remotely "virtual." What does it take to hold a
class together, in terms of discipline?

Updated July 2017, December 2018
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Lesson 5.13

Discipline and Safety:
Who Rules the School?
School discipline is important, but there’s a catch…

In This Lesson

How can schools reduce bullying?

What kind of school discipline works?

How can teachers learn to keep order in the classroom?

Is corporal punishment legal in California?

Is "zero tolerance" effective in school discipline?

What is "restorative justice"?

Are schools becoming more dangerous?

Chaos and learning don't generally mix well.

Discipline is a critical element of
a functioning school, and
international research suggests
that order in the classroom is an
essential quality for an effective
place for learning.

Order in the classroom

https://ed100.org/lessons/discipline#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/discipline#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/discipline#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/discipline#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/discipline#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/discipline#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/discipline#tag7
http://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisaproducts/pisainfocus/47944912.pdf


★ Discussion Guide

When kids get into
trouble at school,
teachers must decide how
to respond. Should they
ignore it?

Some teachers are masters at
bringing their classes to order,
and their techniques are worthy
of study. Doug Lemov's book Teach Like a Championoffers practical tips based on
successful teachers. The New Teacher Center (a Full Circle Fund grant recipient) helps
train coaches for new teachers, who may struggle to establish order in their classroom.
Learning the techniques of classroom control is a part of most teacher induction programs.

When kids get into trouble at school,
teachers must decide how to respond.
Should they ignore it? Should they call
a parent? Should they call in the
principal or another school leader?
Should the student sit in the corner, or
in another room? Each case is different,
and the range of responses can be
enormous. Schools and districts create
discipline policies to help teachers
respond acceptably and to communicate with students and parents about behavior
expectations and the consequences for bad behavior.

In most states of the south, the range of responses for school discipline may still include
spanking, slapping and other forms of corporal punishment. Proponents of these practices,
which are prohibited under California law, argue that they serve an effective deterrent
purpose, and that administering them is less damaging to students than suspension or
expulsion, which remove students from the learning environment. Opponents argue that
inflicting physical pain is barbaric and sets a bad example for conflict resolution.

In order to have some way of creating consequences for bad behavior, some schools (and
many more teachers) create positive reward systems for good behavior, such as special
recognition, in-class movies and the like. Withholding such incentives can help create
consequences that students care about.

Danger in the classroom: Zero tolerance?

Obviously, some adolescents find their way into further trouble. Each year thousands of
school-age children in California are arrested. About half that number end up in a juvenile
court, and in turn about two-thirds of those children are declared wards of the state.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sai4VMC39d0n3ma8PF_CMJzoC3U13F1x9XfyALwEX90
http://teachlikeachampion.wiley.com/
http://newteachercenter.org/
http://www.ed100.org/teachers/prepare/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School_corporal_punishment
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=4.&title=2.&part=27.&chapter=6.&article=5.


Placing students in a state or county juvenile incarceration facility is costly to the public in
every sense. It's important to note, though, that the long-term trends are good. The juvenile
arrest rate has been declining for decades:

Source: Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice (CJCJ.org)

For those interested in learning more, the California Legislative Analyst Office's primer
on California's Criminal Justice System is a helpful source.

This isn't to say everything is dandy, of course. Bad stuff happens to kids, and some of it
happens in school. The US National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) collects data
about school safety and crime. The data are eye-popping. For example, the 2015-16 survey
indicated that a crime had happened at more than three quarters of schools and nearly half
of schools had reported an incident to police. The "violent incident" rate was 17 per 1,000
students, with 4 per 1,000 reported to police. In the 2015 survey about 4% of girls aged 12-
18 reported that they were "sometimes" or "almost always" afraid that someone would
harm them at school, with the rate highest for the youngest respondents. The long-term
trend is strongly in the right direction, but a rate of 4% represents half a million girls in
America who feel afraid at school.

Teachers don't necessarily feel safe at school, either. In a 2011-12 survey more than 7% of
teachers in California reported having been physically threatened by a student, and more
than 4% reported having been physically attacked.

Sometimes things get out of hand, and students fight. In California, schools are gun-free
zones.

http://www.cjcj.org/news/11883
http://lao.ca.gov/reports/2013/crim/criminal-justice-primer/criminal-justice-primer-011713.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/crimeindicators/ind_06.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_228.80.asp
http://lawcenter.giffords.org/guns-in-schools-in-california/


Federal law requires that
students who bring guns
to school be expelled.
California, like other
states, also has zero
tolerance for additional
offenses...

Detentions, suspensions
and expulsions do harm.

Under a policy called zero tolerance,
federal law requires that students who
bring guns to school be expelled. Like
many other states, California also has
zero tolerance for additional offenses,
such as brandishing a knife, possessing
controlled substances, and sexual
assault. At the time that these
mandatory expulsion laws were passed,
states often added additional provisions
that gave local districts the option to
suspend or expel students for a variety
of other offenses. Districts in turn

adopted their own policies and approaches related to “zero tolerance” in an effort to assure
that schools are safe and based on the theory that stringent behavior codes would work to
prevent the most serious misbehaviors.

Unless a student's misbehavior requires police involvement, a school's main official
disciplinary options are detention, suspension, and expulsion.

In 2011, the Justice Center and PPRI sponsored "Breaking Schools' Rules," an extensive
analysis of empirical data about disciplinary practices in the state of Texas. The report
quantified what many suspected: boys end up in trouble in school more often than girls,
and black and Latino students end up in trouble more often than white and Asian students.

Vigorous and fair enforcement of rules
seems like a good idea, but there is
disappointingly little evidence that zero
tolerance improves outcomes for
students. In fact, there is a growing
consensus among educators that detentions, suspensions and expulsions do harm.
Removing young people from the active learning environment may turn those students
toward permanent school failure without making schools safer or more effective.

Responding to these findings, schools in California are strongly reducing the use of
suspension in school discipline. Still, the amount of school missed for discipline cases is
still pretty massive. According to data assembled by the Center for Civil Rights Remedies,
"In 2016-17, schoolchildren in California lost an estimated 763,690 days of instruction
time, a figure based on the combined total of 381,845 in-school suspensions (ISS) and out-
of-school suspensions (OSS)."

https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf
http://www.schooldisciplinedata.org/ccrr/docs/Suspension_Impact_California_2018_R6.pdf


Alternatives to Zero Tolerance

A growing chorus of researchers, educators, and advocates say that alternatives to zero
tolerance do more to result in safe, orderly campuses. They argue that students can and
should be explicitly taught how to behave in the school setting, even under provocation.
They make the case that a more flexible approach to discipline can keep a much greater
number of students in school and out of the juvenile justice system.

http://www.schooldisciplinedata.org/ccrr/docs/Suspension_Impact_California_2018_R6.pdf
http://www.safersanerschools.org/


A 2008 report from the American Psychological Association (APA) set out principles to
guide local schools and districts toward more effective discipline policies.The report takes
the position that local policies should make it absolutely clear to students, staff, and
parents that certain behaviors or offenses are unacceptable under any circumstances.

The APA recommendations include:

—Expulsion is reserved for only the most serious offenses that place other students or
staff in jeopardy of physical or emotional harm.

—Focus is on keeping students in an active learning environment, even in a separate
facility if necessary.

—Teachers/staff have discretion in handling all but the most serious or serial infractions,
using a clear method for making appropriate discipline choices with escalating options.

—The disciplinary policy provides guidance to school personnel regarding permissible
or recommended consequences for a given severity of behavior.

—Behaviors subject to disciplinary action are carefully and clearly defined.

—Local communities institute systems in which education, mental health, juvenile
justice, and other youth-serving agencies collaborate to develop integrated services.

Prevention

Behavior programs aim to modify an area of behavior for a specific age-group. Some are
preventative programs for all children and others work as interventions. Restorative justice
and Positive Behavioral Intervention Systems (PBIS) are two common examples. The
research literature also makes a strong case that parents and community members have a
strong role to play.

All California school districts must include school climate outcome measures in their Local
Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). The required indicators include pupil suspension and
expulsion rates, to which local measures of safety and school connectedness can be added.

Organizations such as the Ella Baker Center (a Full Circle grant recipient) provide a
valuable public service by intervening to help at-risk kids stay in school and out of trouble.
Full Circle has also supported the Niroga Institute, which has studied approaches to

http://www.apa.org/pubs/info/reports/zero-tolerance.pdf
http://www.nasponline.org/educators/zero_alternative.pdf
http://www.pbis.org/
http://ellabakercenter.org/page.php?pageid=19&contentid=937
http://www.niroga.org/research/index.php


All California school
districts must include
school climate outcome
measures beginning with
their 2014-15 Local
Control Accountability
Plan (LCAP).

reducing school violence and conflict by
teaching students techniques of self-
control through the practice of yoga.

Schools Are Getting Safer

Although there is plenty of room for
improvement, there is also plenty of
reason for optimism about school
safety. By every available measure,
schools appear to be growing safer. The
National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) collects survey data about
incidents, and the long-term trend is clearly good. (The chart shows the percentage of
students age 12-18 who reported having been a victim during the previous 12 months. Click
it for more.)

This lesson concludes this chapter on "places for learning." The next chapter examines the
"stuff" of learning, including curriculum, assessments, technology, and more.

Updated July 2017, June 2018, October 2018.

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/crimeindicators/ind_02.asp
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