
Lesson 7.1

The State:
The Buck Stops Here
Under California’s constitution, schools are the responsibility of…

In This Lesson

Why does the state control education in California?

What is contained in the California Education Code?

What does the State Board of Education (SBE) do?

How can our district get a waiver from California regulations?

What does the Superintendent of Public Instruction (SPI) do?

What is the Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC)? 

★ Discussion Guide

What is the education system, and how does it work?

This lesson is the first in a
series that describes the
education system in
California. Buckle up. The
education system is
complex, partly because of
its sheer size, but also
because it has to serve
many competing interests.
Let's start with the basics:
Who's in charge here?

The constitutions of both the United States and the state of California are clear on this
point: ultimate responsibility for providing public K-12 education falls at the state level.
The California constitution directs the legislature to “provide for a system of common
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State government exerts
power over education
because, well, it controls
the funding.

The State Board wields
significant power,
including the power to
grant waivers.

schools by which a free school shall be kept up and supported in each district at least six
months in every year…” (In 1992 a case before the California Supreme Court affirmed the
state's primary role, no ifs, ands or Butts.) The state constitution also requires that school
districts have elected boards and gives some powers to county superintendents of schools.

The State bears ultimate responsibility for education

Although California vests most authority in school districts, the state government still
exerts considerable power over education directly because, well, it controls the money. (See
Chapter 8 for more on that.) Through laws and regulations, state policy touches nearly
every facet of school operations. Those laws are reflected in the state’s
voluminous Education Code (click on Education Code on the list of government codes).

For your bedtime reading
pleasure, California School
Law provides a straightforward
summary of the state’s education laws
in a comparatively svelte 500 pages.
(You're welcome.) If the size of the Ed
Code seems daunting, remember that
it's all online and searchable.

The State Board of Education (SBE)

If you are trying to help your district get
something done and some part of the
Ed Code is standing in the way, you
may be able to do something about it.
The law says that the Ed Code is
“permissive,” meaning that school
districts are free to take any action not
specifically prohibited. They are also
free to apply to the State Board of
Education (SBE) for waivers from many Ed Code provisions. If you need a change, you
have the power to be as informed as anyone else about what the law says.

The governor wields power in the education system partly by appointing members to the
11-member State Board of Education (SBE). Among other things, the SBE is responsible for
approving the state’s academic standards, tests, and guidance related to instructional
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materials. In 2013, the legislature also directed the State Board to develop regulations for
the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), the primary policy governing how funds flow
from the state to school districts. The State Board doesn't directly control a lot of funding,
but it sets important rules by providing districts with guidance about how to use of funds in
support of eight state priorities for school improvement. School districts document their
plans for those eight priorities through a documentation and communication process
known as the Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). (Much more on that later,
in lesson 7.10.)

The Superintendent of Public Instruction

The State Board of Education is the governing body for the California Department of
Education (CDE), but it doesn't appoint the head of the department. That job falls to the
Superintendent of Public Instruction (SPI), a non-partisan position elected by the voters of
California. The SPI has limited authority to set policy, but often serves as an advocate for
policy changes, for example through education reform "blueprints".

The California Department of Education (CDE)

The state Department of Education (CDE) administers and enforces both state and federal
education laws. It also provides technical assistance to school districts and collects,
analyzes, and disseminates data about the school system. The CDE websiteis a bit
challenging to navigate, but it offers a wealth of raw information for the determined sleuth.

The CDE faces many challenges in carrying out its broad mission. According to research
undertaken as part of the 2018 Getting Down to Facts II effort, in comparison to other
states California's department of education is quite small, which has left it with "limited in-
house subject-matter expertise."
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The CDE also tends to offer relatively low salaries for state-level

positions. According to the GDTFII study, "One challenge to

attracting and retaining subject-matter experts arises from lower

average salaries in the CDE than in high enrollment county and

district offices."

The Commission on Teacher Credentialing

The California Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC) sets standards for the
programs that prepare teachers. Operating independently of the CDE, the State Board, and
the Superintendent of Public Instruction, it oversees the credentialing process for teachers
and other educators. Except for the Superintendent of Public Instruction, the members of
the CTC are appointed by the governor. Representatives of the state’s systems of higher
education also participate as “ex-officio” members.

The state constitution makes it clear that the state is ultimately responsible for providing
students with an education, but it is mushy about what "the state" means. There have been
times when the governor, legislature, and Superintendent of Public Instruction have
disagreed about education policy. In these times, state governance of education can
become a “many headed beast.” Prior to the Brown administration, the beast had yet one

http://gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Moffitt_structures_0.pdf
https://www.ctc.ca.gov/


more head, a governor-appointed "Secretary of Education." A cohesive group of leaders in
California, all Democrats, since 2010 has seemed to tame the beast. It still has many heads,
but they stopped biting one another.

During the years of recovery from the Great Recession, the state-led parts of California's
education system went through a major remodel. Mike Kirst, the long-serving president of
the California State Board of Education, is widely viewed as a lead architect of this remodel,
which involved hard-fought changes in standards, curriculum, assessment, finance and
more. He explains the vision for "alignment" in this short video: (click to view in new
window)

At the end of 2018 virtually all of the people who held the key state leadership positions for
California's education system simultaneously left office, were termed out, or retired. The
test of the state's strategic alignment over education will be how well it survives the
transition to a new Governor, new Superintendent of Public Instruction, new Board of
Education, and new legislative leaders.

But wait, you ask, isn't the Federal government also critically involved in education? Ah,
yes. That is the subject of the next lesson.

Updated August 2017
Updated September 2018, December 2018

This lesson is part of a series about the structure of the education system.
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Lesson 7.2

The Feds:
Power to Provoke Change in Education
What power does the Federal government actually have over schools?

In This Lesson

What portion of education funding comes from the federal budget?

What does the federal government provide schools?

How do federal policies influence education in California?

What was No Child Left Behind (NCLB)?

What is the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)?

★ Discussion Guide

Federal funding for education is relatively small.

People are sometimes
surprised to learn that
the federal budget
provides less than
10% of the funding for
public schools. In the
first decade of the
2000's, federal
requirements often
seemed to dominate
local school policies and decisions, in part because some of the funding came with new
strings attached.

The federal government has long supported the cost of school lunches for students in areas
of high poverty. It also provides supporting funds for schools. Under the George W. Bush
administration, the federal government expanded its role, becoming deeply involved in
spurring efforts to improve the performance of students and schools.
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The federal budget
provides less than 10% of
school funding.

 Average state revenues per pupil from select federal sources, 1997-2013. Source: U.S. Dept. of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics Common Core of Data (CCD). From figure 2 (page 9) of Federal Policy Meets the "California Way", a paper by
Jeffrey R. Henig and Melissa Arnold Lyon for the Getting Down to Facts II project. Note: Years indicate fall school year. Excludes
New York because of substantial missing data.

In this quest to improve education outcomes, an important role of the federal government
in education has been to collect data about schools’ achievements and shortcomings, shine
light on them, and insist on change in places where the system appears to be functioning
particularly poorly. Another important role has been to provide incentives for
experimentation and evaluation.

Goodbye, "No Child Left Behind"

A little history helps clarify the changing federal role in education. The Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was created as a cornerstone of President Lyndon
Johnson’s "War on Poverty." Title 1 ("Improving the academic achievement of the
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NCLB made Federal funding
"contingent"

States, like mules / are
stubborn blokes / so
changing schools /
requires some pokes

disadvantaged") is the most familiar
program. The main function of ESEA
was to provide extra support to schools
that serve low-income children.

From 2002 to 2015, ESEA was amended and re-branded as the No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB). NCLB was a muscular policy; it made federal funding contingent. States had to
adopt standards, administer standardized tests in English and Math, and hold schools and
districts accountable for the results of those tests.

NCLB established a romantic 12-year goal: By 2013-14, all students would score at a
proficient level on state tests. It never happened. The goal was frankly impossible (for
example, to have all English learners score proficient in English is by definition not
achievable) but to have aimed lower than proficiency for all would have been unseemly. It
was widely expected that subsequent bipartisan legislation would amend away the
unreasonable bits.

Though passed as a bipartisan measure, NCLB eventually lost the support of both
Democrats and Republicans as more and more schools fell short of the goal.

States were eager for relief from the provisions of NCLB, but congress was unable to forge a
compromise to replace it. The law technically expired in 2007, but without a replacement it
remained strangely alive, sort of. Like a zombie.

Federal money with strings attached

In 2008, state and local revenue
sources for public education
plummeted in the Great Recession. To
prevent school systems from collapse,
Congress quickly passed an economic
stimulus package that included about
$100 billion in federal funds for
education. Most of these funds were
delivered to states without significant
strings attached, but about $4 billion was set aside for "Race to the Top," a set of
competitive grants that encouraged districts to adopt specific policies in four areas:

Adopting "internationally benchmarked standards and assessments that prepare
students to succeed in college and the workplace and to compete in the global
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economy";

Building data systems that measure student growth and success, and inform teachers
and principals about how they can improveinstruction;

Recruiting, developing, rewarding, and retaining effective teachers and principals,
especially where they are needed most; and

Turning around our lowest-achieving schools.

As state leaders considered the federal "carrot" offered by the Race to the Top, they also
faced a "stick." Massive numbers of schools and districts were failing to increase student
test scores fast enough to meet the optimistic Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) targets
established by NCLB.

Under the leadership of Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, in 2012 the Department of
Education began working with states to apply for waivers to the outdated law in exchange
for assurances that they would adopt specific policy changes. Virtually all states eventually
applied for and received waivers. (The state of California itself did not apply, though a
group of ten California districtsincluding Los Angeles, the second largest district in the
nation, applied independently.)

Hello "Every Student Succeeds Act" (ESSA)

At the end of 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) replaced NCLB. Passed with
strong bipartisan support, the measure took effect in 2017-18.

ESSA moved the center of action for changes in the education system away from
Washington. It requires that states identify their lowest-performing schools and take action
to improve them. But it gives states lots of flexibility about how to identify those schools
and what to do to help them. The reduction in the federal role in education was matched
with reduced funding: between 2011 and 2016, federal sources dropped from a bit over 10%
of funding for education to less than 6%.

Many fundamental ideas of NCLB remain. States must still:

1. Target support for low performing schools and disadvantaged children. (California does
this with the Local Control Funding Formula and the California Collaborative for
Education Excellence (CCEE), described further in Lesson 7.9.)

2. Administer assessments each year of students in grades three through eight, and once in
high school, in math and English/language arts.
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3. Improve the quality and effectiveness of teachers, principals, and other school leaders.

The ESSA law runs over 1,000 pages, enough reading to keep you up many nights. To save
you some time, the Alliance for Educational Excellence has created a series of videos on key
areas within the Every Student Succeeds Act as well as side-by-side chart comparing
accountability provisions in NCLB, NCLB waivers, and ESSA. The California Department
of Education also provides specific information about federal programs related to ESSA.

Other Federal Programs

The federal government continues to administer many other programs, including two huge
ones that tend to get less attention; child nutrition and special education. These federal
programs are not affected by California's Local Control Funding Formula.

A lot of information (okay, an overwhelming amount of information) about federal
education programs and initiatives is available at the U.S. Department of
Education website. The department itself says its mission is "to promote student
achievement and preparation for global competitiveness by fostering educational
excellence and ensuring equal access."

The prior lesson explored the role of the state in education. This lesson explored the role of
the federal government. The next lesson will be closer to home.

Updated August, 2017 and February, 2018
to reflect the continuing shift of power away from federal policy.

Updated Jan 2019 with graph of federal funding.
Updated March 2019.
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Lesson 7.3

School Districts:
In Charge of Most Local Schools
Your school district has the power to…

In This Lesson

What do school districts do?

What is a school district?

How many school districts in California?

Are mayors responsible for schools?

What do school site councils do?

Who is in charge of the school district?

What is a state mandate?

When can the state take over a school district?

How can I see my school district's budget?

★ Discussion Guide

No matter where a child lives in the state of California, there is a public school district
obligated to provide him or her with a free public education.

Think of the state as a jigsaw puzzle with
the districts as the pieces. It's a huge
puzzle, with about 1,000 pieces, not
counting the state's 58 County Offices of
Education.

But wait, there are some additional
wrinkles. (Are you surprised?)

For one, not all California school districts
serve the full range of grade levels.
Actually, only about a third of them are
"unified" districts, meaning they include
schools serving elementary, middle, and
high school grades. California has about
75 districts with only high schools. The
rest are elementary districts, typically serving grades K-8.
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Your school's budget is
managed by your school
district. Little money if
any is managed at the
school site level.

The state’s school districts vary tremendously in size. The smallest have as few as 20
students. The largest is Los Angeles Unified School District, which is responsible for
educating more than 10% of the 6.2 million children attending California's public K-12
schools.

Local Education Agencies (LEAs)

In some ways, state law treats all of
these districts the same. They are, for
example, the "fiscal agents" for local
school funds — they hold the gold and
make the rules. Districts are
responsible for passing an annual
budget, hiring staff, and much more.
Traditional school districts are also
required by state law to have a publicly
elected school board. (When boards
have vacancies, boards can make appointments to fill them until the next regular election.)
School boards are responsible for setting policy in a district and hiring the superintendent.
The superintendent has the job of implementing policies, managing the district, and
making all other hiring decisions.

A bit of education jargon worth knowing is the term "Local Education Agency," usually
abbreviated as LEA. Most LEAs are school districts, but county offices of education and
charter schools (which are independent of districts) are also LEAs. California's education
laws frequently refer to LEAs, because "school districts and charter schools and county
offices of education" is quite a mouthful.

Charter schools are governed differently from traditional schools. See Lesson 5.5 for more
on how charter schools are created and overseen, including information about Charter
Management Organizations (CMOs), which are increasingly prevalent.

Not a Mandate. Just a Suggestion

Although the state of California is ultimately accountable for public education,
responsibility for the work is delegated to districts (LEAs). This relationship can get
complicated. Whenever the state legislature passes a law related to education, the law has
to specify which part of the education system is responsible for carrying it out. Is it a job for
the state department of education? County offices of education? School districts?

http://www.ed100.org/place/charterschools/


Most people are
surprised to learn that
mayors and other city
officials have neither
responsibility nor power
when it comes to the
operation of public
schools.

As part of the "tax revolt" movement of the late 1970s, California voters passed Proposition
4 in 1979 to reduce state "mandates." This proposition requires that whenever the state
requires a local government entity (like a school district) to take an action, the state must
pay for it. The reimbursement process is overseen by the Commission on State Mandates.
These mandated reimbursements are a consistent source of tension and litigation, and they
have had a particularly large influence on the quality of data about education in California.
The California legislature tends to avoid requiring school districts to collect data unless
doing so is required as a condition of a federal grant program. California's weak education
data systems are discussed further in Lesson 9.5

Mayors? Nope. School boards? Yep.

Most people are surprised to learn that
mayors and other city officials have
neither responsibility nor power when
it comes to the operation of public
schools. Schools are an independent
fork of the executive branch of
government, and they are usually
governed by school boards (a mostly
legislative function) that are
independently elected. When citizens
complain to a mayor about schools, the
mayor's official role is to shuffle his or
her feet and give the audience a lesson
in municipal civics.

In some places (mainly large cities outside of California) mayors play a role in school
governance through appointment of members of the school board. This governance
strategy is known as mayoral control.

Local school boards can serve as agents for
change. In some cities (for example, Houston
and Los Angeles), citizen groups have invested
enormous energy to field and support
candidates with a shared agenda, such as
whether to encourage or discourage formation
of charter schools. In California,
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Some districts
concentrate decision
authority in the central
office; others devolve
power to school leaders.

where Proposition 13 removed school boards’ authority to set tax rates, most school board
elections have been relatively sleepy affairs with low voter turnout.

In 2018 an important and precedent-setting lawsuit under the Voting Rights Act changed
the way that school board elections work in California. In the past, most school board
members represented all students and all schools at large in a district. The suit ruled that
at-large representation is insufficient; districts must be subdivided into smaller voting
districts. Voters in each of these smaller sub-district areas now separately elect their board
representatives, who must be residents of the sub-district.

An advantage of this model of representation is that each school and each school
community clearly has a board member who ought to have their ear and their back. On the
other hand, this arrangement can make some decisions (such as whether to close a poorly
performing school) more painful and political than ever.

California’s 2013 adoption of the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) substantially
increased the power of school boards to set local priorities through their budgets. (See
Lesson 7.8 for more about this.) School boards are public entities that must operate under
public scrutiny subject to an open meeting law known as the Brown Act. In 2020 the
Covid-19 pandemic made meetings in person unsafe, so the meaning of an Open Meeting
was expanded by executive action to include virtual meetings.

Site-based Control

The state and some federal programs require that school districts leave some decision
making to individual school sites.

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act
requires that each school create
a School Plan for Student
Achievement to document how certain
federal funds are spent. In California
this federal requirement is matched by
state requirements. Every school
should have an active site council, a
topic that we explore in some detail in
the Ed100 blog post How Do SchoolSite

Councils Work? Schools with more than 21 English learners, and districts with more than
51, are legally required to have advisory committees.
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The relationship between school districts and
their schools can vary enormously. Some
districts concentrate decision authority in the
central office; others devolve power to school
leaders.

Some school reformers see decentralization or
site-level control as a critical strategy for educational improvement. Major areas where
districts sometimes give sites discretion include:

Site level budgeting authority. This can be limited to supply budgets, or can
include every part of school operations and personnel.
Hiring decisions. In California these are often made at the district level; teachers
may be assigned to schools without the principal having much say.
Instructional decisions such as textbooks, grouping practices, and student
support programs for low-achieving students.
Special programs outside the regular school day, including parent
education, after-school programs, and community partnerships.

In a state as big as California there are always exceptions. For example, it seems that a few
California districts are always experimenting with ways to give school sites more
autonomy.

State Takeovers

Schools are locally administered, but not unconditionally. Ultimately, the California
constitution obligates the state to provide for education. If a district fails abjectly,
particularly through financial mismanagement, it can be placed under "state
administration" until it gets its house in order. In these rare circumstances, the state
appoints an Administrator, who combines the functions of the school board and the
superintendent into a single office. Such "state takeovers" are quite rare in part for a
practical reason: turning around a district in crisis is incredibly difficult, politically-charged
work. Wherever possible, it is best for districts and boards to get their own house in order.
In 2016, The California Legislature created the California Collaborative for Educational
Excellence (CCEE) to provide "advice and assistance" to county offices of education, school
districts, and charter schools in achieving their LCAP goals. Districts sometimes resent
being called out for needing help, but they usually miss it when they improve to a level that
they no longer qualify.
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Charter School Governance

As discussed in Lesson 5.5, California’s 1,000+ charter schoolsoperate outside of this
system of local governance. They receive their charter from a district, county office of
education, or the state, but they do not have elected boards or prescribed attendance
boundaries and students they must serve. They receive public monies but are freed from
many of the rules set up in the state’s education code. They are accountable for
performance and can be closed down by their chartering authority if they don’t meet
certain goals or don’t operate in a financially responsible manner.

District Organizations

Clearly, school districts serve a vital educational role, but they are also economically
important as employers and service providers. Districts hire teachers, administrators,
counselors, aides, and specialists. They plan and execute maintenance and upgrades of
school facilities. They coordinate with city public services on everything from crossing
guards to bus routes and schedules.

The organizational structure and personnel investments of districts can differ a lot; in
California the district financial reports on the Ed-Data Partnership websiteshow how
school districts allocate resources and allow comparisons. But high-level comparisons of
staffing structures should be taken with some skepticism. Schools involve a lot of part-time
roles, from crossing guard to band teacher to web site manager to department chair. Those
nuances make comparisons wiggly. Also, because schools are different sizes, specialist roles
like counseling are often shared across campuses.

When comparing the organizational investments of different schools, it helps to think in
terms of the number of full-time equivalent (FTE) positions associated with a role at a
school. It also helps to compare that number to the number of students affected. Staffing
ratios can often paint a picture more informative than a simple organization chart can
provide.

Updated August, 2017
Updated March 2019, April 2019, March 2020, April 2020.

http://www.ed100.org/place/charterschools/
http://www.ed-data.org/


Lesson 7.4

Thinking Regionally about
Education:
County Offices, and Crossing Boundaries
What’s the County’s job in education?

In This Lesson

What do county offices of education do?

Why don't school district boundaries match city boundaries?

How are county school board members selected?

Who reviews and approves our district's LCAP?

★ Discussion Guide

School districts in California have a great deal of authority.

They manage money and
hire people, for example.
They set the strategy for how
their schools will accomplish
educational goals, and
measure results, for example
using the Local Control
Accountability Plan (LCAP).
But who oversees the school
districts? Who in the system is formally charged with reading LCAPs with an informed and
critical eye? And what happens when a challenge is too big for a school district to handle
alone?
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That's where county offices of education come in. By forming partnerships with other local
agencies and organizations, schools can accomplish things that are difficult or expensive to
do alone, such as:

Develop well-crafted professional development programs for teachers, principals,
and other school staff;
Operate special programs for students (e.g. internships, concurrent enrollment at
community colleges, service learning projects);
Develop a robust parent education program;
Craft partnerships with local business leaders; and
Provide robust student and family support services on school campuses.

School district and city boundaries don't match

Among California's 58 counties, the smallest are in the gold
country region. (Map from California Dept of Finance)

In California, school district and city boundaries often don’t match. Many cities and
counties have a patchwork of districts that local civic, business, and community leaders
don’t even begin to understand. In those situations especially, education entities do better
when they join forces and think regionally.

Counties offer one approach to such coordination and state law requires that each of
California’s 58 counties has its own County Office of Education (COE). You'll find county
level information on the Education Data Partnership website. If you want to understand

http://www.ed-data.org/


Most County
Superintendents are
elected.

County Offices of
Education review and
approve district budgets
and LCAPs.

the details of districts and their boundaries in your area, the expert you are looking for
probably works in a cubicle in a county office.

The role and scope of these county offices depend in part on the size of the county. Public
school enrollments in California’s counties range from about 100 students (in Alpine
County) to 1.6 million (in Los Angeles County). In seven counties, most notably in San
Francisco, the county and school district boundaries are the same. And yes, of course there
is a state organization of county superintendents of education, known as CCSESA.

All county offices have a
superintendent and board, but the
method for selecting them varies. In
some cases, the County Board of
Supervisors appoints both the
superintendent and board; in some,
both are elected by voters; and, in a

few, an elected board selects the county superintendent.

What does the County do?

Most county offices provide at least
some services to their local school
districts. Some manage special
statewide projects. For example, the
state’s Fiscal Crisis and Management
Assistance Team (FCMAT) operates out
of the Kern County office. Some of the
smallest school districts, also known as
"direct service districts," outsource all
their business office functions to their local county office.

Most county offices also operate some education programs that provide services directly to
students. Typically, these are special education programs for students with rare disabilities,
special day schools for students who have been expelled, and court schools for juvenile
offenders. About half of the state’s county offices run Regional Occupational
Centers/Programs (ROC/Ps) that provide Career Technical Education programs to youth
and some adults. Some county offices manage training programs funded by the federal
government as well as programs for Indian Education and Migrant Education.

http://ccsesa.org/
http://theccbe.org/AboutUs/CountyBoardsOfEducation.aspx
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/si/rp/
http://www.ed100.org/rightstuff/cte/


By law, county offices have various forms of oversight over local districts and over some
charter schools. They include:

Approving each district's annual budget and two interim financial reports.
Ensuring districts' sound fiscal operation, and taking specific actions if a district may
not be able to meet its financial obligations.
Monitoring the quality of school facilities, instructional materials, and teachers.
Support the work of the County Superintendent of Schools in reviewing and
approving each district's Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP).

In 2014, county offices were given new responsibilityas part of the shift to the Local Control
Funding Formula. County superintendents must assure that local school districts’ Local
Control Accountability Plans (LCAPs) are prepared properly and that a district’s budget is
sufficient to implement the improvement strategies outlined in its LCAP. With this change,
county offices of education became potential power players in education change: in
principle, at least, county offices of education may be in a position to evaluate and
influence district plans not just on the basis of fiscal issues, but on the basis of other
concerns including equitable use of education resources.

Other official agencies involved in education are also organized regionally. Those include
Workforce Development Boards, First 5 agencies that support early education, and
Community Colleges.

The next lesson turns to an often overlooked part of the school system: Teachers Unions.

Updated August 2017, May 2019
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Lesson 7.5

Teachers' Unions:
Don't Underestimate Them
What do teacher unions do, anyway?

In This Lesson

What do teachers' unions do?

What is collective bargaining?

Do all school districts use collective bargaining?

How do teacher contract negotiations work?

Are unions good?

Are unions bad?

How much do teachers pay in union dues, and where does the money go?

Are teacher union dues mandatory? What are paycheck protection laws?

Who leads teacher unions?

How does California's biggest teachers union make decisions?

★ Discussion Guide

Teachers’ unions have tremendous influence in America’s public schools, perhaps nowhere
more so than in California.

This lesson
describes the
major
functions of
these unions,
and
summarizes
varying points
of view about
their role in
student
learning.

There are two
main national
teachers
unions in the
USA: the National Education Association (NEA) and the American Federation of Teachers
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In California, virtually
every school district uses
collective bargaining.

(AFT). Most California K-12 teachers are organized by the California Teachers Association
(CTA), which is NEA-affiliated. California’s largest districts are dual-affiliated with both
CTA and CFT, the state branch of the AFT. This may seem like detail, but it is an important
one: there is more than one teacher union. Although teacher unions work hard to align
their point of view (which maximizes their power) they are, in fact, complicated
organizations containing many divergent interests.

Teacher contracts in California districts are negotiated between the school board
(represented at the bargaining table by local district leaders) and the teachers (represented
by local union leaders). The negotiation process, called collective bargaining, has been in
place since the passage of the Rodda Act in 1975.

In California, virtually every school
district (Clovis is the largest exception)
uses collective bargaining. Collective
bargaining is not used in all US
states. Teacher contracts can be
complex agreements that address more
than pay. In California, many issues

related to working conditions are subject to bargaining. (As an example, have a look at the
2017 bargaining blueprint for the union in Oakland.)

Expertise

School district finances and contracts are complex. Both local unions and school districts
rely on state organizations for technical support. The state organizations of the CTA and
CFT provide negotiating support to their local affiliates, while school districts seek advice
from consultancies such as School Services of California. If you want to see what the
contracts actually look like, check the National Council on Teacher Quality. It has posted
copies of collective bargaining agreementsfor America’s 100 largest districts, and provides
an orderly database to research the major provisions of these agreements.

Negotiating support is one of many services that the state teacher unions provide their
affiliates. Another notable service is the state union's role in state education policy.

The Education Coalition

Both CTA and CFT are members of California's "Education Coalition," a group of
education-related advocacy organizations. This coalition lobbies for education spending in
the annual zero-sum budget battle with other budget priorities from prisons to health care

http://www.aft.org/
http://www.cta.org/
http://www.cft.org/
http://www.mikemcmahon.info/bargainingoverview.pdf
http://www.eiaonline.com/intercepts/2015/08/14/how-to-keep-the-union-away-its-no-secret/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+Intercepts+%28Intercepts%29
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1rd571opAU6n0TMooz35drPwI5BLtVmvX
http://www.sscal.com/
http://www.nctq.org/districtPolicy/contractDatabaseLanding.do
http://capta.org/about/partners/education-coalition/


Teacher pay is higher in
states with strong unions.

Total union dues and fees
come to about $1,000

to transportation. This is important work, particularly in California, which spends
proportionally less of its tax dollars on education than most states do.

There is great sound and fury in education reform discussions about whether unions are
“good” or “bad” for public education. Most old hands in the education arena (though not
all) view this as a false dichotomy.

“Unions are Good”

There is no question that states
with strong unions, such as California,
pay teachers more than those with
weaker unions. Teachers in strong-
union states also generally have more
generous health care benefits. For the big picture of how teacher pay in California has
compared to other states over time, see the graph in Lesson 3.1.

Supporters of teachers unions also argue that these unions head off a great deal of potential
mischief from state micromanagement of what happens in the classroom. CTA lobbyists
generally oppose bills that create hard and fast rules about what teachers can or cannot do,
favoring policies that place authority at the local level where districts and unions can work
them out through collective bargaining. Among influential thinkers who support teacher
unions, perhaps the most prolific and well-known is Diane Ravitch.

“Unions are Bad”

Among critics of unionism in
education, one vocal figure is Terry
Moe, who argues that unions’ interests
are poorly aligned with those of
students and taxpayers. In California,
the most potent voice is probably that of Mike Antonucci.

At the local level, critics such as Moe argue that negotiations between districts and unions
are structurally out of balance. The union’s power to call a strike is unmatched by any
equivalent power from the district side. Districts cannot lawfully dismiss the striking
teachers and hire replacements. Critics also note that unions make unapologetic use of the
democratic process to influence the other side of the bargaining table by using their
resources to support or oppose candidates for school boards. (This is sometimes called
"capturing" the school board.)

http://www.ed100.org/californiaskimps/
http://www.amazon.com/Collective-Bargaining-Education-Negotiating-Schools/dp/1891792717/
http://www.edexcellence.net/publications/how-strong-are-us-teacher-unions.html
https://ed100.org/lessons/talent
https://dianeravitch.net/2017/10/12/yes-i-admire-teachers-unions-they-defend-teachers-rights-and-fight-budget-cuts/
https://politicalscience.stanford.edu/people/terry-m-moe
http://www.eiaonline.com/


At the state level, critics object to teacher unions’ capacity to raise funds for political action.
A typical full-time teacher in a CTA-affiliated district pays over $1,000 in union dues
annually. Of this amount, about 15% goes to the NEA, about 20% goes to the local affiliate,
and the remainder goes to the CTA state organization. A portion of these resources
supports the unions’ political efforts. School districts are not allowed to spend public
money on political campaigns.

No More Mandatory Union Fees

After decades of fierce debate, in 2018 the US Supreme Court ruled in the Janus decision
that union fees are a form of speech protected by the First Amendment, and that
mandatory "fair share" fees for representation in collective bargaining are an
unconstitutional form of "coerced speech". This was major reversal with big implications
for the education system.

A little background is in order.

In 1977 the US Supreme Court had ruled unanimously
in the case Abood v. Detroit Board of Educationthat it
was permissible for unions to collect mandatory fees
from employees, even those that opted out of
membership in the union. In the years that followed,
about half of American states, including California,
passed laws that permitted school districts and other
employers to negotiate "agency shop" agreements that required all employees to pay such
fees, known as "agency fees" or "fair share" fees.

Not all states supported the "agency shop" approach allowed by Abood. Some states passed
"paycheck protection" measures, requiring that unions gather an "opt in" commitment
from each member in order to collect certain dues or fees from them. In 2015 the US
Supreme Court took up review of the matter in the Friedrichs case, but split 4-4 with one
open seat. The 2018 Janus decision reversed Abood in a bitterly divided 5-4 ruling. In
effect, the Janus decision means that teachers cannot be required to pay fees related to
their representation.

In their deliberations, Justices on the Supreme Court mentioned concerns about "labor
peace". If dues are not collected from all teachers, some labor historians argue ominously, a
functioning system will be disrupted with unknown consequences. For example, labor

https://ed100.org/blog/janus-decision-sets-new-rules-for-teachers-unions
https://www.cta.org/en/About-CTA/Leadership/Treasurers-Corner/Treasurers-Budget/Program-Expenditure-2017-2018.aspx
https://ed100.org/blog/janus-decision-sets-new-rules-for-teachers-unions
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abood_v._Detroit_Board_of_Education
https://edsource.org/2015/what-you-need-to-know-about-friedrichs-v-cta-before-supreme-court-on-fair-share-fees
https://edsource.org/2016/split-supreme-court-vote-gives-win-by-default-to-cta-for-now
https://www.supremecourt.gov/oral_arguments/audio/2017/16-1466


The leadership of
teacher's unions is
usually stable over time.
School board members
have limited terms.
Administrators may
change districts.
Teachers, by contrast,
work in a system that
discourages moving.

advocates express concerns that public labor union leaders might find themselves under
pressure to become more militant to unify their membership in negotiations. Union
opponents counter that the evidence of militancy is thin in states with "right to work" laws.

Teacher strikes are legal in California but thankfully they have been quite rare. But in the
wake of the Janus ruling the word "strike" was uttered frequently in Los Angeles in 2018-
19. The threat of strikes and other actions seems certain to change the relationship between
districts and unions. Parent groups might want to view the Janus ruling as a reminder not
to take the relationship between the school district and the teachers union for granted.

For more about Janus, and why it matters to parent leaders, see New Rules for Teachers
Unions in the Ed100 blog.

“Unions Are. Period.”

The unions aren’t going anywhere, and even after Janus they have tremendous power.
Anyway, there isn’t persuasive evidence that absence of a union is any more of a magic
answer than any other one-shot education reform wish.

It is worth noting that the leadership of
teachers unions is usually stable over
time. School board members have
limited terms. Administrators may
change districts. Teachers, by contrast,
work in a system that directly
discourages moving. They are rewarded
with seniority and higher salaries when
they stay with a district. The individuals
involved in union leadership generally
stay involved for many years.

The long experience and steady
perspective of union leadership creates
an opportunity for teacher unions to
play a strong role in education change,
if a consensus for change can emerge.
The Teacher Union Reform
Network (TURN) is an informal national organization of union leaders that meets regularly
to discuss ideas for change.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/posteverything/wp/2018/03/01/if-the-supreme-court-rules-against-unions-conservatives-wont-like-what-happens-next
https://www.freedomfoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/The-Effect-of-Agency-Fees-on-Labor-Peace-in-Public-Employment-Relations.pdf
http://cepr.net/documents/state-public-cb-2014-03.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/teacher-strike/index.html
https://ed100.org/blog/janus-decision-sets-new-rules-for-teachers-unions
http://www.hepg.org/hep/book/5
http://www.turnweb.org/


Nimbleness is out of the
question.

Change is not a simple matter for a huge organization. CTA has more than 300,000
members and grapples with the operational challenges of any large organization. Its
governing body is the 731-member State Council, a regionally elected body that meets
quarterly. In most cases, the voters in these elections are current CTA members currently
working as teachers. In some districts, controversially, retired teachers also may cast
ballots. (This is controversial partly because retired teachers and current teachers may
have different interests on issues like budgets and pensions.)

There are only a few conference halls in
California large enough to host a CTA
state council meeting. Like Congress
(for perspective, a policymaking body
about half its size), the State Council

uses a highly structured deliberative process that includes , speechmaking, and internal
politics. Decisions are brought to the full 731 delegates for a vote. CTA staff and executive
leadership are guided in their actions by a massive policy manual that the organization
takes quite seriously.

Changes to CTA policy must go through the State Council, a process that takes time. Many
points of view exist within the organization, but it can take quite a while for ideas to bubble
to the surface in the form of policy changes. Changes can happen, but nimbleness is
virtually out of the question.

Updated August, 2017
Updated June 2018

Updated December 2018
Updated Dec 2019
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Lesson 7.6

Initiatives and Education:
Power to the People?
The ultimate wildcard in California education policy is…

In This Lesson

How do ballot initiatives work in California?

How do measures get on the ballot in California?

How much money does it cost to get an initiative on the ballot?

How much money does the lottery bring to California schools?

Can initiatives amend the constitution in California?

How do initiatives make it to the California ballot?

★ Discussion Guide

California’s powerful initiative process was added to the state constitution in 1911.

With money for enough
signatures, your idea for
change to California law
or even to the California
constitution can be placed
on a statewide ballot.

Paid signatures
dominate the
initiative process

In principle, the initiative
process is about private citizens. In practice, collecting signatures that actually matter is
directly a function of dollars. Virtually all signatures for successful initiative petitions —
over 90% of them — are collected by paid signature-gatherers, who typically earn several
dollars per valid signature on their clipboard. (Have you noticed how genuinely they smile
when you sign?)

https://ed100.org/lessons/initiatives#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/initiatives#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/initiatives#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/initiatives#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/initiatives#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/initiatives#tag6
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Over 90% of signatures
are collected by paid
gatherers. In 2018 the
average cost of a
signature was about $6.

The value of a signature varies from one
initiative to the next. If you ask a
signature gatherer how much they will
be paid for your signature, they are
required to tell you. Often, they collect
signatures for more than one initiative
at a time. In 2018 the average cost per
signature was about $6 according
to Ballotpedia.

The signature collection cost of an initiative in California can be several million dollars.

During the 2016 election season the Sacramento Bee featured a recorded phone call to
signature gatherers with an update on the price being offered for signatures on various
measures.

The California Secretary of State provides directions for qualifying an initiative.

With a majority vote, initiatives can directly amend the state constitution, bypassing the
legislative process. When lawmakers want to change the state constitution they also have to
get voter approval. To walk in the weeds about the difference between an initiative (which
bypasses the legislature) and a referendum (placed on the ballot by the legislature)
read here.

https://ballotpedia.org/California_ballot_initiative_petition_signature_costs
http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/laws-governing-petition-circulators.aspx
http://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article66694342.html
http://www.sos.ca.gov/elections/ballot-measures/
http://www.kcet.org/news/ballotbrief/ballot-measures/propositions-initiatives-and-referendums-whats-the-difference.html


Your name / 
on that petition /
for the sake 
of future scholars 
just made / the earnest 
clipboard dude 
a couple 
extra dollars. Ask!

Prop 13 and more

Initiatives have had an enormous
impact on public schools in California.
The most famous initiative
was Proposition 13. Popular from the
moment of its creation, Proposition 13
demonstrated the potential scope of
initiative power in 1978. The main
appeal of the measure was to limit
property taxes but the net effect was to
cut the level of school support that
came from local property taxes and
hand the control of school funding to
the state. (See our full Ed100 Lesson on
Prop 13.

In the years that followed Proposition 13′s passage, voters grew frustrated with falling
school budgets, which they blamed on legislative failure. Another initiative, Proposition 98,
promised to put a floor under funding for K-12 schools and community colleges. Prop 98
established a complex formula obligating the legislature to allocate a certain amount of the
budget for the support of the education system. (See Chapter 8 for more on the effect of
these propositions.)

Other initiatives have had enormous impact on education in California. For example:

1984: Proposition 37 created the State Lottery, specifying that 34% of earnings would
be earmarked for public education (which amounts to about one cent out of every
dollar that goes to schools).
1990: Proposition 111 amended Proposition 98.
1998: Proposition 227 limited non-English instruction. (Repealed in 2016 by
proposition 58.)
2000: Proposition 39, placed on the ballot by the Legislature, amended a part of
Proposition 13 and enabled school districts to pass General Obligation bonds with a
55% vote.

Big Ballots

https://ed100.org/lessons/prop13
https://ed100.org/lessons/prop13
https://ed100.org/lessons/prop13


In more recent years, Governors Arnold Schwarzenegger and Jerry Brown also made use of
the initiative process. While Schwarzenegger was unsuccessful in gaining voter support for
his desired reforms, Brown managed to get voters to raise state income and sales taxes in
2012 in order to stabilize the state budget with passage of Proposition 30, renewed
as Proposition 55 in 2016.

These powerful governors turned to initiatives rather than the legislature because the
legislative process had proved insurmountable. Important policy in this state is frequently
enacted through the ballot. The dominant role of initiatives in California’s education
system has helped to prompt some thoughtful reflection about whether the initiative
system needs a tune-up. In 2013, the Public Policy Institute of California released a study
that looked at public opinion about initiatives and made policy recommendations.

Several bills that would have required at least ten percent of qualified signatures for an
initiative to be collected by volunteers have come close to becoming law. AB 857 was vetoed
by Governor Brown in 2013, and a similar bill was vetoed by Governor Newsom in 2019.

Initiatives, changes in law and other efforts don't arise spontaneously. The next lesson
examines the ecosystem of organizations that variously support, inform, critique and cajole
to create changes in the system.

Updated August 2017, November 2019
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Lesson 7.7

Education Power Players:
Politics and Philanthropy
The power players in education are…

In This Lesson

Which education organizations have lobbyists in California?

How do legislators get facts?

Which foundations and philanthropies influence California?

Why do philanthropies have so much influence?

★ Discussion Guide

There are many participants in the sausage factory that makes education policy.

The system is multi-tiered,

with local, county, state and Federal elements. Beyond the formal decision structure,
however, elected officials and legislators are influenced, counseled, advised and lobbied by
an un-orderly system of interest organizations, researchers, philanthropies and others.

https://ed100.org/lessons/advocates#tag1
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By far the largest and loudest advocacy organization in the state of California is the
California Teachers Association, but they have plenty of company in Sacramento: the
state's official directory of registered lobbying organizations is a document more than a
thousand pages long. It includes about 300 organizations that classify themselves as
education-related.

The Referee: The LAO

In all this tumult the official referee, if one can be said to exist, is the nonpartisan
Legislative Analyst Office (LAO), a small team that serves for California a role similar to the
US Congressional Budget Office. The LAO advises the legislature. Its voice is authoritative,
but quiet. Its reports, though technical, are open to the public - and they are surprisingly
readable. When a policy question has gone white-hot with controversy, the LAO's site is a
good place to look for cool-headed presentation of the facts.

Interest Organizations

A vast number of organizations officially play a role in the development of education policy
in California through lobbying efforts. They include:

The Teachers Unions: California Teachers Association (CTA) and the California
Federation of Teachers (CFT)
The California School Employees Association (CSEA), which represents non-teachers
working in schools.
The California School Boards Association (CSBA), which represents the interests of
school boards.
The Association of California School Administrators (ACSA), which represents school
principals and district leaders.
EdVoice, which provides training on education issues to staffers in Sacramento.
EdVoice is active in advocacy for charter schools.
The California Charter School Association (CCSA), which advocates on behalf of the
charter school movement.
California County Superintendents Educational Services Association

Obviously, this list is not exhaustive; add your comments to call attention to others!

The California State PTA plays a unique role in voluntary education advocacy, representing
nearly 900,000 members. As part of PTA’s mission "to secure adequate laws for the care
and protection of children and youth,” volunteers monitor legislation in Sacramento and in

http://cal-access.sos.ca.gov/lobbying/
http://www.lao.ca.gov/
http://cta.org/
http://www.cft.org/
http://csea.com/
http://csba.org/
http://acsa.org/
http://edvoice.org/
http://www.calcharters.org/
http://ccsesa.org/
http://www.capta.org/


local communities, provide legislative training for volunteers throughout California and
work to identify areas where additional legislation for children is needed. (CAPTA is a
supporter of Ed100.org)

Many of the organizations above are "in the room" when education policy is being written
in Sacramento. (Indeed, these organizations help overworked legislative staff by providing
specific wording suggestions for bills and regulations.)

Non-profit Organizations

They are not the only ones, however. Many organizations with a substantial influence on
policy decisions in education do not employ lobbyists at all, or hire them very sparingly.
Here are just a few of them:

ChildrenNow serves as a lobbyist, officially, for children's interests in California. (But
most of their work is not lobbying.)
Policy Analysis for California Education (PACE), an organization of education-
focused researchers, makes research-based education policy recommendations.
Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) equips policymakers with public opinion
polling and other research on topics related to education.
EdSource tracks research and policy work about education in California and
translates it into a form that general readers can use.
Education Trust-West advocates for equity in California education
Pivot Learning Partners supports schools and school districts that are struggling to
innovate out of the box solutions.

Foundations

These and many other non-profit organizations depend on foundations and donors to
support their work. That has its own consequences. Private foundations can affect state
education policies through what they provide funding for. They can commission research
directly or through their grantees and they can make sure the findings get lawmaker’s
attention. By doing so they bring attention to issues they care about, in the process
influencing the legislative agenda both in Sacramento and in Washington D.C.

The power and influence of these foundations becomes clear when you look at some
examples, their recent concerns, and the policy changes that resulted.

Nearly a decade ago the William and Flora Hewlett Foundationbecame interested in
reforming California’s school funding system and supported various initiatives to

http://childrennow.org/
http://www.edpolicyinca.org/
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http://edtrust.org/west
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help make that happen. Although the foundation changed its focus a few years ago,
the state’s adoption of the Local Control Funding Formula traces straight back to
those efforts.
The James Irvine Foundation has supported a high school reform effort called Linked
Learning that is now funded through a special state program.
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has spent billions to develop, research, and
promote its education reform ideas. One example is a belief in stronger teacher
evaluations, which is now a national movement.
The California Endowment’s concerns about the disproportionately harsh school
punishments meted out to African American and Hispanic youth ultimately led to a
re-examination of zero-tolerance policiesin local districts and at the state level.
The Stuart Foundation has long worked on issues confronting foster youth in
California, a group of students that were specifically targeted for extra funding in the
state’s Local Control Funding Formula. (The Stuart Foundation has also provided
critical support for Ed100 as one of its first funders.)

A national organization called Grantmakers for Education convenes philanthropic leaders;
its conferences serve as an interesting crystal ball for predicting what these powerful
organizations might focus on next.

In communities throughout California, local education foundations also wield influence,
but it’s targeted to their local districts rather than state policymakers. The California
Consortium of School Foundations is a coordinating and technical support organization for
hundreds of local foundations. And of course PTAs and other parent organizations like
booster clubs collectively contribute millions to local schools.

The Strange Power of Uncertainty

Dollars that are uncertain, that must be earned, motivate action specifically because they
are uncertain. Economists refer to this as the "marginal" dollar. Philanthropies draw their
influence partially through their "marginal" quality. The amount of money philanthropy
gives to education is relatively insignificant. Even the Gates Foundation is a tiny speck
when compared to the total expenditures for education each year. Why is it so influential?
In part its power comes from its discretionary freedom. School districts receive most of
their funding without having to do anything specific to qualify for the funds.

Because these dollars are reliable, and safe, they are uninteresting. Like the reliable sons in
the parable of the prodigal son, they are easy to take for granted. But those extra, prodigal
dollars? Those are interesting, indeed.

http://www.irvine.org/
http://www.ed100.org/rightstuff/cte/
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/
http://www.ed100.org/teachers/evaluation/
http://www.calendow.org/
http://www.ed100.org/place/discipline/
http://www.stuartfoundation.org/
http://www.ed100.org/students/foster/
http://www.edfunders.org/
http://cceflink.org/wpnew/


The dollars that
philanthropies give to
education are tiny
compared to total
expenditures each year.
They are influential
because they are
uncertain.

The lists above can hardly be
considered complete. Please contribute
your comments to help bring attention
to other organizations that would be of
interest to Ed100 readers.

The next lesson looks at the changing
landscape of school accountability.

Updated August 2017



Lesson 7.8

Accountability:
Principles and Policies for Education
Who holds whom accountable in education?

In This Lesson

How does school accountability work?

Do schools have inspectors?

What is accreditation?

How do you measure a school's capacity to improve?

What is Local Control in education?

What is the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence (CCEE)?

What is a SARC report?

So far in this chapter we’ve talked about who does what within the system. That’s fine, but
who’s in control? What if the system isn’t working well? Who is supposed to notice, and
how does it get better?

"Inspectors"

We enjoy a safe
water supply
and healthy
food in our
stores and
restaurants
because the
government

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


★ Discussion Guide

Inspections are a normal
function of government.

regularly
monitors their
quality. If water
or food is tainted, inspectors can command quick action and levy penalties. Inspections are
a normal function of government.

Almost from their beginnings, school
systems have grappled for ways to
"inspect" schools and hold their leaders
accountable. Historically, school
accountability officers throughout the
British Commonwealth were known as school inspectors. The inspection process was often
confrontational, intimidating, and could be inconsistent, as documented in a lovely
personal historical account of The Rise and Demise of the Inspector of Schools in
Queensland, Australia. School inspection, a mixed exercise in data collection and
evaluation, evolved dramatically over a century’s time. Inspectors were often feared:
evaluation was personal, and a poor evaluation could cost a school leader or teacher his or
her job. Headmasters and teachers usually hoped to be ignored.

The United Kingdom still has a system of school inspections, designed to provide
evaluative and constructive feedback about school systems, under the much-studied Office
for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted). The role of inspections
in the U.K. has changed a great deal with the advent of standardized tests, but school
leaders remain nervous about the potential for a negative evaluation from Ofsted.

There is no national school inspectorate in the United States. Evaluating schools is a
responsibility awkwardly shared by the federal government and the states. In California the
responsibility is further complicated by the mixed roles of districts, counties,
and accreditation authorities.

Inputs or outcomes? Competing models of accountability

Before the development of standardized tests, the traditional model of measuring a school
was accreditation. An accreditation report, like an inspection, mainly evaluates "inputs"
rather than outcomes:

Does the school have the expected number of teachers? (Check!)
Is there evidence that the teachers are prepared? (Check!)
Do they have teaching materials that match the standards? (Check!)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/19hqFLcN8LyqVYIuUm5zhJa39a8AHmJEHiRdYCkgKHMA
http://www.cc.com/video-clips/85lgid/the-daily-show-with-trevor-noah-brown-in-town---a-west-texas-water-crisis
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/73585/1/Geoffrey_Swan_Thesis.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/hmci-launches-ofsteds-annual-report-201314
http://www.acswasc.org/wasc/acs-wasc-overview/


An accreditation report,
like an inspection, mainly
evaluates "inputs" rather
than outcomes.
Accreditation is optional.

Accreditation is voluntary for schools in California, but about a third of them go through
the process. High schools, in particular, seek accreditation in order to ensure that colleges
accept their transcripts.

Since at least the 1960’s, the state has
played a central role in setting rules
about “inputs” such as the length of the
school day or year, the size of classes,
and the choice of curriculum materials.
Prior to Local Control funding, a
“categorical” funding system governed
the inputs, requiring that money went
toward specific intended uses. These
requirements could be inspected. If
school officials did not comply with regulations about these inputs they could lose funding.

The adoption of state standards and universal testing, starting in about 1998 in California
and accelerated by passage of the No Child Left Behind act in 2001, challenged this input-
based model. Rather than holding school districts accountable for the “stuff” they provide
to schools, wouldn’t it be better if schools could be accountable for “outcomes” instead,
allowing for more flexible use of resources? The main expected outcome was learning, and
that could be measured by rising test scores. Schools that fell short of the mark could be
identified, and districts or states could take action in the form of interventions.

The shift away from an input model was precipitated by crisis. In 2008, the state budget
had about 80 different “categorical” funding streams[PDF] for education, each with its own
rules. When the Great Recession arrived, deep cuts were necessary. This created a moment
of "useful" crisis. Rather than cut the categorical funds one by one, they were “rolled up” as
part of the bittersweet passage of the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) in 2013.
School districts received a smaller amount of money in total, but at least they had more
control over how to use it.

Accountability vs. Capacity

Holding someone "accountable" for results through the threat of a penalty can be useful if
it can motivate a better outcome. But what if motivation isn't the issue? For a penalty-
based approach to work, those penalized have to know what to do differently. Some

http://www.acswasc.org/
https://ed100.org/?page_id=386
http://www.ed100.org/time/schoolhours/
http://www.ed100.org/time/timeperstudent/
https://ed100.org/?page_id=1031
https://ed100.org/?page_id=1045
https://ed100.org/?page_id=1285
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/R_511MWR.pdf
https://ed100.org/?page_id=2826


The system requires
someone to speak up
when plans are unequal
to the needs. Are you that
someone?

prominent education experts, including Michael Fullan and Linda Darling-Hammond,
argue that more can be accomplished by focusing on the positive work of building
"capacity".

In California, the transition toward a capacity-building approach began in earnest in about
2014, when the state eliminated the Academic Performance Index (API) system for grading
school performance. In tandem with the adoption of the Local Control Funding Formula
(LCFF), school districts were required to create plans for improvement and explain them
publicly through a document known as the Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). In
2017 the state rolled out the California School Dashboard to support these local discussions
of local results. County offices of education were given the new responsibility of supporting
those discussions and identifying what to do when districts need extra help. A new state
agency, the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence (CCEE), was created to
support counties and districts in this work.

The reports that matter for schools

This capacity-building emphasis is not
without risks. Under the new capacity-
building approach, parents and
community members bear a historically
unusual level of responsibility for
acting as whistle-blowers when things
aren't going right. For now, at least, no
part of the system is unambiguously
charged with the job of ensuring that
your school is adequate, or that it is
investing resources in the students that need the most support. School districts have a lot
of discretion about how to respond to problems, including low test scores. You, as an active
participant in the school community, are responsible for understanding what is happening
and speaking up when something isn’t working as it should.

Clues about problems may lurk between the lines of public documents. The education
system produces a steady diet of public reports, most of them rarely read. In addition to the
district-level LCAP report, districts are required to develop a School Plan for Student
Achievement for every school, often for review by the school's English Learning Advisory
Committee. Districts are also to report results at each school, as well as specific
information about expenditures, through an annual School Accountability Report Card
(SARC). Schools are to make these reports public, but the law doesn't specify how they

http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/public_sector/transforming_schools_an_entire_system_at_a_time
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/linda-darlinghammond/its-time-for-a-new-accoun_b_5351475.html
https://ed100.org/lessons/lcff
https://ed100.org/lessons/local
https://www.caschooldashboard.org/#/Home
https://ed100.org/lessons/regional
http://ccee-ca.org/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/re/lc/planninglcapschoolplan.asp
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/cr/elac.asp
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/sa/


School districts have a lot
of discretion about how
to respond to problems,
including low test scores.

should do so. No mechanism exists to
pull data out of a SARC report to
evaluate its presence, completeness or
accuracy. You may be able to find your
school's current SARC document
at SARCOnline.org.

The system requires someone to speak
up and ask for action when plans are

unequal to the needs. As a reader of Ed100, we hope that you will be one of the people who
chooses to read these reports, ask questions and blow whistles when necessary. The next
lesson delves more specifically into how the system is designed to provide support in a
crisis.

Updated April 26, 2017:
Added the role of CCEE and County offices. Removed outdated material.

http://www.sarconline.org/


Lesson 7.9

Consequences:
Intervening When Schools Fail
If a school is failing, call in the cavalry!

In This Lesson

How can failing schools be turned around?

Do school turnarounds work?

Where can leaders of low-performing schools get help?

What was QEIA, and did it work?

What is the Anna Karenina principle?

What is the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence (CCEE)?

★ Discussion Guide

Experts have struggled for years to find the best strategies to help failing schools. Is it best
to provide extra resources and professional help to improve instruction? Do you look to see
what is missing in the children’s lives, like pre-school, summer school and after school
programs? Can dysfunctional patterns be disrupted with "tough love" measures like
replacing all the staff?

The short
answer is that
there is no
magic answer.
At the federal
level, policies
for addressing
struggling
schools have
changed a lot
over the last 15
years or so.

https://ed100.org/lessons/interventions#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/interventions#tag2
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Unfortunately, turning
struggling schools
around turns out to be
really, really hard.

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) was a tough, top-down policy that emphasized
negative consequences for very large numbers of schools. "If all of your school's kids can't
score better than last year's kids, your school is inadequate! Prepare to be boarded!"

In 2016, congress replaced NCLB with the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which takes
a more humble course.

How is ESSA different from No Child Left Behind?

The ESSA law is far less pushy. It mandates that states intervene in persistently struggling
schools, but in much fewer numbers and with much less specific requirements than NCLB
did. Under ESSA, states are required to identify and take action in the five percent of high-
poverty schools they deem most in need of some kind of intervention or support. The
method of identification is left to the states, but must include student test scores, and
cannot be less frequent than every three years. The three-year requirement matches well
with the multi-year approach used in the California School Dashboard. In contrast to the
sometimes-harsh remedies that NCLB required for persistently low-performing schools,
ESSA leaves states a lot of leeway. It requires "comprehensive, locally-determined,
evidence-based intervention."

Send in the Cavalry? Maybe.

ESSA doesn't clearly specify how states must intervene in persistently low-performing
schools and districts. There are good reasons for this mushiness, starting with a tough
reality: turning struggling schools around is really, really hard.

Because California public education
funding is so far below national norms,
most policy analysts conclude that
school turnarounds are even harder in
California than they are elsewhere.
Money is not magic, but it can buy
things that help.

Unfortunately, there is no clear formula
for which combination of investments and changes are effective to improve a struggling
school. Many school reform advocates believe that turnaround efforts are so likely to fail
that students are better served by having their school closed. In a study of 2,000 low-
performing schools, analyst David Struit concluded that dysfunctional schools are
impervious to repair -- effectively immortal.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Child_Left_Behind_Act
https://ed100.org/lessons/federal
http://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/ESSAPrimer-Accountability.pdf
http://www.ed100.org/californiaskimps/
https://edexcellence.net/publications/are-bad-schools-immortal.html


Call in 
the cavalry! 
We need 
an intervention. 
Let me put it 
tactfully... 
our school 
is in detention

Closing a school is traumatic. Even
when a school is ineffective or scary, it
is still a vital part of a community. In
every school where results are
objectively terrible, there are students,
parents and teachers working
passionately to make it different. No
one ever likes to have some know-it-all
bureaucrat shut you down because
some know-it-all researcher says fixing
it is too hard.

Past School "Turnaround"
Policies

That school turnarounds are hard is not
sufficient reason to give up trying. Both California and the federal government have
invested in many efforts. Here are a few of them:

California's HPSGP and II/USP programs (never mind what they stand for, they
didn't produce any breakthroughs).

California’s Quality Education Investment Act of 2006 (QEIA) provided roughly
$1,000 per student in additional funding for a period of seven years, mostly for class
size reduction, with strong union support. A union-supported evaluation of the
program showed that while many schools reported improved school climate and
culture, test results barely budged. (In fairness, it should be noted that this study
coincided with the Great Recession, which created some difficult headwinds.)

In 2010, congress directed billions of stimulus dollars toward School Improvement
Grants. These grants were awarded to schools that were chronically low-performing,
and were conditional upon adoption of one of four strategic options, all of them
intentionally disruptive. A small slice of the funds was directed toward analysis,
to inspect which interventions worked and which did not, but the conclusions of this
analysis are bland and shed little light on what actually works. It seems obvious that
strong leadership is essential, but it is less obvious what strong leadership means in
practical terms that can be copied by people of ordinary ability.

Turnaround efforts today

https://vitalresearch.com/article-docs/Realizing%20Change_VitalResearch.pdf
http://www.ed.gov/category/program/school-improvement-grants
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/Pages/federal-funding-school-turnaround-field-guide.aspx
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/report/2014/03/24/86197/four-years-later-are-race-to-the-top-states-on-track/
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/key-research/Pages/the-role-of-the-principal-findings-to-support-effective-educational-policy-making.aspx


Functioning schools are
all alike; malfunctioning
ones struggle each in
their own way.

In 2013 California's legislature created a new agency to provide some guidance in school
and district improvement efforts: the California Collaborative for Education Excellence
(CCEE). In 2015 veteran school leader Carl Cohn assumed leadership of this organization,
and in 2017 the CCEE played a central role in the rollout of the California School
Dashboard.

The persistence of low-performing schools has been one of the forces behind the growth
of charter schools. When a persistently underperforming school closes, sometimes a
charter school takes its place. When parents are choosing a school for their kids, a new
school may offer better odds of turning out well than an established school with problems.

The Anna Karenina principle

The lack of successful turnaround policy examples is discouraging, but perhaps not
surprising. From businesses to organizations to marriages, it is really hard to make changes
that stick when human relationships, habits and expectations are involved.

Turnaround reformers continue to
search, gathering evidence to
understand promising practices that
work under various circumstances. The
core problem may be a variant of
the Anna Karenina principle:
Functioning schools are all alike;
malfunctioning ones struggle each in
their own way.

Each school operates within its own unique community context, with a set of educators,
parents, and students who are distinct in their abilities and motivations. Strategies that
work in one place can be ineffective in another.

One overarching conclusion is certain: there is no cavalry at the ready to come to the rescue
of struggling schools. Creating strong schools requires getting many things right at the
same time. Above all, it requires rare leadership, hard work, and strategic use of adequate
resources.

http://ccee-ca.org/
https://ed100.org/lessons/performance
https://ed100.org/lessons/charterschools
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Karenina_principle


Lesson 7.10

Local Power:
The LCAP, a New Paradigm in Education
Is “local accountability” the same as “no accountability?” Not if…

In This Lesson

What is "subsidiarity?"

How did Prop 13 transfer power to Sacramento?

What is "categorical" funding?

Is LCFF bad for education equity?

What is an LCAP?

How does local control funding work with collective bargaining?

What are the eight requirements of an LCAP?

How is parent engagement required in the LCAP?

How are LCAPs approved?

★ Discussion Guide

In 2013, California massively decentralized accountability for public education.

Citing a philosophy he
called “subsidiarity,”
Governor Jerry Brown
argued that “a central
authority should only
perform those tasks
which cannot be
performed at a more
immediate or local level.”
In the context of
education, this
philosophy suggests that
control of local schools
ought to rest with local
communities.

A less philosophical explanation for the change also works:
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"Subsidiarity" 
Your budget shrunk. Here's what's left. 
Use it as you think best! 
When times get better 
You might get a letter 
With a new requirements list.

Decentralizing power was an important reversal. The passage of Proposition 13 centralized
budgetary power in Sacramento in 1978. Centralizing power wasn't really the point of the
initiative; it just worked out that way. Legislators, doing their best for their constituents,
used their power to direct education money toward specific programs. Over time,
education resources flowed from Sacramento with increasing limitations and program
requirements. Districts adapted, learning to comply with these program requirements in
order to get the funding they needed. This arrangement, though irritating and often
inefficient, was sustainable so long as tax revenues continued to flow and grow. They
didn't.

A good outcome from bad times

When the Great Recession crimped the budget in 2008, something had to give. Governor
Brown and the legislature used the moment to substantially dismantle the "categorical"
funding system that had directed state funds toward specific purposes. Because there was
not enough money to run schools without dipping into restricted categorical funding, the
legislature made the remaining funding “flexible,” essentially saying: “Use it for whatever
you want to use it for.”

Districts received a new level of control over their (smaller) budgets, and the legislature
was spared the perhaps-impossible political task of choosing which programs to prune.
That unwelcome work was left to local control. A new system was created, dubbed
(drumroll please!) the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF).

Reconciling "Accountability" with "Local Control"

It had been a long time since California's local districts and school boards had this much
control over how to use funds. What would they do with it? Would their decisions tend to
benefit the students who need the most help, or the students whose parents have the



strongest voice? Or, perhaps, neither? As discussed in Lesson 7.1, constitutionally it is the
state, not districts, that is on the hook for providing education. Subsidiarity is a principle,
not a promise. How could districts be held accountable?

The answer continues to evolve. A bunch of things had to change at more or less the same
time:

The standards. California's academic standards changed with the shift to Common
Core standards.
The tests. Tests had to change to reflect the new standards.
The scoring system for schools and districts. The old system was replaced with the
California School Dashboard.
The reporting of results. The Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP) was
developed to provide public transparency about district plans and results.

There are two general options for holding an organization accountable. It can be held
accountable for inputs (what it spends and how) or outcomes (what it accomplishes).
California has tried to use both.

Tests and Accountability

Until 2013, the annual state tests mandated by federal law served as the primary outcome-
based accountability measure for schools and districts. For all their flaws, these tests at
least provided a modicum of transparency. Virtually every student took them. Wherever
groups of students bombed the tests, the problem was visible at every level, from the
student to the parent to the school to the district to Sacramento to Washington. California
used the scores to create the Academic Performance Index (API), which was used for state
accountability. Federal accountability relied on those test scores to measure Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP).

The State and the Feds were the designated scolds. District, school and teacher leaders
were left to interpret and explain the results, which were sometimes contradictory. The
system labeled schools based on narrow measures, but at least it was familiar. Most parents
and community members just took the measures at face value. But that was then.

Local Control = Local Accountability

The local control funding system turns the accountability system on its head: Don’t look at
Washington or Sacramento to make schools succeed. Don't expect Washington or
Sacramento to scold or praise your teachers and students. Under the principle of

http://www.ed100.org/students/inputs/


subsidiarity, local communities are best positioned to make choices that safeguard the
vulnerable and achieve good local results for their kids.

This theory deeply worries many civil rights advocates, who perceive a great risk in
counting on communities to hold their schools and districts accountable for equitable use
of funds. "Subsidiarity," they argue, in practice permits lax or absent oversight.

The Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP)

Beginning in 2014 each district, county office of education, and charter school (each LEA)
became responsible for preparing a Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). The plan
describes the overall vision for students, annual goals, and specific actions that will be
taken to achieve the vision and goals.

The LCAP plan is developed and reviewed each year in coordination with the district’s
annual budget cycle. Each year the state evolves its LCAP Template, which districts use as a
starting point. (They may design their own documents if they meet the requirements.)

The California State PTA’s Seasons of the LCAP describes ways to use the LCAP process to
engage community members throughout the year.

The district-level LCAP, in combination with the school-level School Plan for Student
Achievement (SPSA), can serve as an important tool to drive action-based conversations
about local investment decisions.

http://www.ed100.org/system/districts/
http://lcff.wested.org/making-a-plan-to-develop-the-lcap/
http://www.cde.ca.gov/re/lc/
http://capta.org/resource/seasons-of-lcap-development-and-engagement/
https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/PTA-Seasons-of-LCAP.png


Or, unread, it can just be paperwork.

LCAPs must address eight areas that have been identified as state priorities. In particular,
the plans have to call out details related to the three categories of students with high needs
(low-income students, English learners, and foster youth).

California's 8 State Priorities

1
Student access to basic school services: fully credentialed teachers, instructional
materials that align with state standards, and safe facilities.

2

Implementation of academic standards adopted by the State Board of Education
(e.g. Common Core State Standards in English language arts and math, Next
Generation Science Standards, English language development), including how
programs and services will enable English learners to access the Common Core
standards.

3

Parent involvement and participation, so the local community is engaged in the
decision-making process at the district and school sites, including promoting parent
participation in programs for high need students. [emphasis added]

4
Student achievement and outcomes along multiple measures, including test scores,
English proficiency, and college- and career-readiness.

5
Student engagement, including whether students attend school or are
chronically absent, and whether they graduate or drop out.

6
School climate and connectedness as measured by suspension and expulsion
rates and other locally identified means.

7

Pupil access to and enrollment in a broad course of study, including all core subject
areas (i.e. English, mathematics, social science, science, visual and performing
arts, health, physical education, career and technical education, etc.).

8
Other student outcomes, if available, in the subject areas that make up the broad
course of study.

Districts are allowed and encouraged to identify and incorporate into their plans additional
goals related to their own local priorities. Many organizations provide tools and support to
help help districts make the most of the LCAP process, including the California PTA.

http://www.ed100.org/teachers/prepare/
http://www.ed100.org/rightstuff/
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LCAPs must be reviewed
by a parent committee -
especially if a district has
many English learners.

The Public Must Be Engaged and Informed

Each school district must engage parents, educators, employees and the community as they
develop these district-level plans. The district plan should harmonize with each school's
School Plan for Student Achievement.

How does that actually happen?

The State Board of Education defines the templates that districts must use for LCAPs. The
first section of the template asks for information about stakeholder engagement. The plans
must include goal statements linked to the eight state priorities and budget information
showing how they will pay for the program changes and improvements needed to meet
those goals.

The plans cover three years, but are
updated annually. Their development
and the updating process must include
consultation with various
constituencies, including teachers and
parents. Ultimately, the plan must be
reviewed by a parent advisory
committee. If at least 15 percent of the
students in a district are English
learners, a separate parent committee must provide feedback in this area.

The final LCAPs are approved at the same time as the district’s budget, subject to review by
the County Office of Education. This process has made county offices of education a much
more important and substantial part of the education system than they were before LCFF
became law.

LCAPs and Collective Bargaining

The requirement for each district to create its own accountability plan (LCAP) originated as
part of the shift away from state-level mandates about how districts use funds. A number of
debates erupted as the State Board attempted to fulfill its charge and develop the
regulations surrounding LCFF. The most heated debates concerned the balance between
local flexibility on one hand and assuring educational opportunities for high-need students
on the other. Civil rights advocates expressed concern that in the rough and tumble of
collective bargaining, resources that LCFF allocates on the basis of poverty or language-
learning needs would find their way onto the bargaining table, there to be swept up

http://lcff.wested.org/ca-state-board-of-education-approves-lcff-regulations-and-lcap-template/
https://ed100.org/lessons/regional


into across-the board teacher salary increases, despite the spirit of the law. The LCAP was a
compromise solution; it is required to include information about where LCFF funds go and
how they are used. Enforcement of the intent of the law, however, is a community
responsibility.

Ed100 exists, partly, to help communities develop the capacity to understand and serve
that oversight responsibility.

The state department of education has taken steps to make some LCAP data easier to find,
including a collection of graphical "LCFF State Priorities Snapshots". Does the state-
collected data match your district's LCAP? How about your school's School Plan for
Student Achievement? Does it match your school's School Accountability Report Card? If
you haven't read these interconnected reports, who has?

The Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) published a detailed explanation of the full system of
funding and accountability created in 2013. (Updated in 2016.)

Updated May 2018, April 2019

http://www.capradio.org/articles/2015/07/20/torlakson-says-lcff-money-can-go-to-teacher-raises/
http://ias.cde.ca.gov/lcffreports/search.aspx
http://www.lao.ca.gov/reports/2013/edu/lcff/lcff-072913.aspx
http://www.lao.ca.gov/handouts/education/2016/Overview-Local-Control-Funding-Formula-030816.pdf
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