California research project timed to elevate
education in fall elections, inform
next governor
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A compendium of three dozen new studies on California education, involving dozens of
researchers, will be released in June, in time to help shape the debate in state elections in
November and the next governor’s approach to education. At least that’s the organizers’

intent.

“Getting Down to Facts I1,” as the massive project is called, will take multiple looks at how
well the 2013 Local Control Funding Formula is working to make school financing more
equitable and raise student achievement. Other studies will examine how the state trains and
retains teachers and principals and measures their performance, how it funds special education
and how it deals with students’ mental health issues. The studies will also examine how,
compared with other states, California collects data, guarantees pensions, funds K-12 schools,

oversees charter schools and meets the needs of pre-school children.
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“We’ve had a lot of changes during the past 10 years so it’s good to know which are working
and if they’re not working as well, are there barriers that we could take down to help them
work better,” said Susanna Loeb, a professor of education at Stanford University who is
coordinating the project. “This seems like a really good time to do it. A new administration

can come in with some facts on the ground.”

Loeb also guided the first “Getting Down to Facts,” an 18-month, 23-study examination of
school governance and financing in California that the leaders of the Legislature, State
Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O’Connell, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger and the
bipartisan Governor’s Committee on Educational Excellence commissioned. The findings of
those studies, released in 2007, lay dormant after Schwarzenegger largely ignored them
despite promising 2008 would be the “Year of Education Reform.” An economic recession

was looming and several of the studies suggested a need for substantially more K-12 funding.

“Our initial optimism” that the state leaders would act on the studies to make policy changes

“was clearly unwarranted,” Loeb wrote in a five-year retrospective in 2012.

But in an interview this month, Loeb said that some of the study’s key conclusions did
eventually have an impact. Research showing that California had the nation’s most restrictive
funding system, in terms of dictating how money should be spent, provided the rationale for
flexibility under Gov. Jerry Brown’s funding formula. Stanford emeritus Professor Michael
Kirst, who has led the State Board of Education throughout Brown’s four terms as governor,
first expressed his concept of a weighted student funding formula, directing more money for

low-income students and English learners, as a paper for “Getting Down to Facts.”

Many of the contributors to the 2007 studies are participating again this time and include
prominent professors and policy leader from California and the nation: Sean Reardon,
professor of poverty and inequality in education at Stanford University; Linda Darling-
Hammond, emeritus professor at Stanford and president and CEO of the Learning Policy
Institute; Dan Goldhaber, director of analysis of longitudinal data in education research at the
American Institutes of Research; and Martin West, associate professor at the Harvard

Graduate School of Education.

Because education has undergone substantive change, and teachers, school boards, parents and

legislators want to know if there should be mid-course corrections and actions in other areas,



like preschool and special education, Loeb said the new studies could have import. They will

not make policy recommendations, just lay out information, she said.

“This will not come as a surprise to anyone that California does not have the kind of data that
many states do.” Loeb said. “So we will provide the facts that we can while pointing out”
other information that could be found “if we had systems in California that would allow us to

do it more easily.”

Research topics and some of the questions they will try to answer include:

* Within-district equity and the impact of LCFF (Thomas S. Dee, Stanford University):
To what extent, if any, are California districts systematically spending LCFF
supplemental and concentration resources for general purposes rather than on additional
services for high-need pupils?

e Educational adequacy in California (Jennifer Imazeki, San Diego State University):
What factors do/should policymakers consider in determining the adequate level of
funding in a given district? What does adequacy mean in other states and how are they
trying to achieve it?

* Special education finance in California (Paul Warren, Laura Hill, Patrick Murphy,
Public Policy Institute of California): Does the state adequately fund special education?

How do other states pay for special education services?

* Democratic engagement in education finance and accountability (Julie Marsh, USC
Rossier School of Education): How have districts interpreted and implemented the LCFF

requirement for democratic engagement over time?

* Infrastructure to support school improvement (David Plank, Policy Analysis for
California Education): What are the capacities of county offices of education to support

schools and districts, and how do these vary across counties?

* What state and district policies can improve the quality and distribution of
California teachers? (Dan Goldhaber, American Institutes of Research): What strategies
have California and its districts employed to counteract recruitment and attrition

problems? Are these local strategies successful?

* Teacher performance evaluation and performance improvement (Eric Taylor, Harvard

Graduate School of Education): What are other states and districts doing to use teacher



evaluations for improvement? Do teachers and principals believe current evaluation

systems help teacher improvement?

e Patterns of student achievement, discipline and graduation in California (Sean
Reardon, Stanford University): How are the social and economic conditions of schools
and districts related to outcomes? How do the patterns of outcomes in California compare
to the nation? Which districts provide high opportunity relative to the socio-economic

status of the students they serve?

* Non-test student outcomes (Martin West, Harvard Graduate School of Education): What
new insights have efforts to gather non-test student outcomes generated on the
performance of California’s students and/or schools? What approaches are states, school
districts and charter management organizations elsewhere in the U.S. taking to expand the

definition of school quality or student success?

e Charter school oversight (Macke Raymond, CREDO at Stanford University): What do
we know about effective systems of evaluating charter applications and overseeing
charters? How does California’s system look in light of this knowledge?

e Early childhood education (Deborah Stipek, Stanford University): Who are the children,
where are they cared for and what public resources are available for families and children
ages 0-5 in California? What skills, knowledge and supports do early educators need to

help children succeed? What is the status of the early education workforce in California?

In addition to the individual studies, there will be topic briefs that bring together common

themes among the reports and a single paper summarizing the research that Loeb will write.

“This summary will be probably what people will read the most. And then if they have a
particular interest in a topic they can go to the summary for that topic and then if they want
even more detail they can go with the reports. All of the research briefs will be written in

really accessible ways,” Loeb said.

The project also surveyed teachers, principals, school board members, district budget and

personnel directors and conducted a focus group of county superintendents.

A number of California-based and national foundations are funding the work: The Silver
Giving Foundation, The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, The Dirk and
Charlene Kabcenell Foundation, S.D. Bechtel, Jr. Foundation, and The Stuart Foundation.



