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The theme of this year’s Summit was “Preserving and Promoting Education.” We heard from James Aschwanden, a member of the State Board of Education. Mr. Aschwanden has been the Executive Director of the California Agricultural Teachers’ Association since 1993. Prior to that, he taught at the high school level for 17 years, predominately in the areas of Agricultural Science and Agricultural Economics. He emphasized that the achievement gap is just a gap in performance on a test not really a gap in achievement. The SBE has not really raised the bar for students but actually narrowed the goal posts. The schooling system is rigid and not tolerant of students. He stated that alternatives should to be investigated. He does support content standards.  Schools were asked to change the product (students meeting standards) but were not assisted in changing the structure of schooling. He suggested that organizations develop a relationship with the SBE staff and share the information from their members. Debora Merle, the Executive Director, will be leaving the Board after the March meeting. Mr. Aschwanden shared some interesting statistics. The “disappearance rate” of high school students is 33%. UCs only enroll about 9.5% of graduates and less than 78% will earn a degree within 6 years. CSU enroll about 13.5% of graduates and only 57% earn a degree after 12 years. Community College transfers do better in the universities, especially in CSUs. Almost 3 times as many college graduates enroll in community colleges as community college students enroll in four-year institutions. Most of the former students are seeking vocational skills required for employment. The average age of students enrolled in apprenticeship programs went form 18.6 years of age in 1980 to 29 years old today. Ten years of economic productivity and prosperity have been lost to these students.

Susanna Cooper, education consultant for Senate President Pro Tem, spoke to the group about a few Senate bills related to dropout rates and education data systems.

Erin Gabel, Legislative Director for Assemblymember Tom Torlakson, also spoke to the group about legislation. She began by stating that there is no vision for California and for education in the state. Legislators are not even talking about adequacy of funding anymore. There is not a vision as to what a high school graduate should know or be able to do. We need to create a measurement system that is cohesive with our vision. AB 476 (Torlakson) is a beginning. It would require the CDE to conduct an evaluation of the STAR program. The report would include the feasibility and cost for alternatives to the STAR program, including tests with diagnostic uses. It would also eliminate STAR testing in second grade. Ms. Gabel shared with us that legislative council has determined that the SBE does not have the authority to review and revise the California content standards. Torlakson has introduced AB 97 would provide a mechanism by which the state can review and update its education content standards. The legislation would require Governor, the SPI, the Senate, and the Assembly to appoint the content standards review panels and remove the authority of the SBE to appoint these panels. It would be a teacher driven process. Torlakson believes that we need to invest in education in this state.
