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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

We would never expect a pilot to be able to fly an airplane without a fully-functioning navigational system, or ask a doctor to heal her patients after taking away her diagnostic equipment. Without these tools, pilots would be unable to make the countless course corrections they need to fly the safest and most efficient route, and doctors would be much less accurate when determining whether a particular treatment was helping or not. Similarly, we should ensure the same level of support for California’s education system, so that we have the best equipment and information at hand to make the critical decisions that affect the lives of our students. For example, we need to be able to:

• Determine which sets of courses may best lead to success in college or various 
work environments, so that students and families can make choices accordingly
• Establish what kind of professional development equips teachers to thrive in 
their careers for many years
• Identify which of the reform programs upon which millions are spent are truly 
working and have the greatest impact on student achievement
• Provide transparency for parents, students, and other stakeholders about schools 

and the education system so that they can participate in a fully-informed way.

The purpose of this paper is to: identify gaps such as the ones above for all of the stakeholders in California’s education system, describe benefits of addressing those gaps, and develop an implementation road map for addressing the gaps. The intended audience is broad, ranging from parents to teachers and principals to state officials to advocacy groups; this is in recognition of the joint responsibility and broad base of cooperation required to implement the recommendations offered.

Where we are now

There are examples of world-class teaching and learning throughout the state. California has some of the best schools in the country, many of which operate under challenging constraints. The state has demonstrated a commitment to education, with several important reforms having been achieved in recent years. California has implemented impressive new standards and accountability systems, and math and reading scores on the California Standards Test (CST) have seen real, consistent improvements over the past 5 years. This is a significant accomplishment of which our schools should be proud, especially given that this improvement has been achieved within the context of California’s content standards for what students should learn in each grade, which are among the most rigorous in the nation. California should also celebrate the 300,000 teachers who enter their classrooms every day with the purpose of serving the needs of all the students in our public schools. This dedicated group, along with the non-teaching staff in the schools, districts, and the state who support their work, is the system’s most important resource.

There still is a need to do dramatically better. In 2007, only half of our elementary and middle (grades 2-7) students achieved above a basic level on the Mathematics California Standards Test (CST), and only 45% did so on the English CST. Furthermore, there continues to be an achievement gap for some students, such as poor children, certain ethnic groups, and children who are learning English as a second or third language.

Not only is serving our state’s children fully and equitably a moral duty, it is an economic necessity. The lack of qualified graduates leaves us with a skilled labor gap that is only going to grow over time; the state is currently projected to produce 100,000 fewer skilled workers than we need each year. A recent study from the California Dropout Research Project estimates that the state benefits by nearly $400,000 in present-value terms for each additional high school graduate (through increased taxes plus lower crime, health, and welfare costs). Using that estimate as a guide, California is on track to lose $40 billion annually unless it is able to improve the effectiveness of its system.

Where we want to go

As critical as this situation is, hope is provided by a number of examples of schools and districts—many of them here in California—that are tackling these challenges and succeeding. One can find numerous places where students are mastering California’s highly rigorous academic standards. The connection that runs through these examples of success is “continuous learning through the use of data.” Described simply, a continuous-learning system is one that has defined processes for getting better over time—for example, a school district that uses evaluation forms to improve its professional development offerings each year.

This project has identified four practices as the main components of continuous learning and improvement: rigorously using information to drive decision-making; sharing best practices across the system; encouraging innovation; and supporting improvement through meaningful professional development. Although these practices may look different in different settings, some form of them is common to the highest-performing organizations and systems. This paper describes how to foster these practices across California’s education system.

Two assumptions underlie the application of continuous learning through the use of data to education in California. The first is that data may be able to help facilitate continuous-learning practices. Data by itself will be neither sufficient nor necessary to drive change, and implemented without the right supports it is certain to be ineffective or potentially detrimental. However, done in the right way, data can be used to support efforts that are otherwise ongoing. The second assumption is that the practices of continuous learning apply to all of the education system’s stakeholders. In the ideal continuous-learning environment, all stakeholders would have the data they need for regularly improving the system:

• Students and parents have easy access to accurate information about local 

schools that they use tomake decisions about enrollment and course selections, 

among many other important decisions

• Classroom teachers are able to share their best ideas with colleagues throughout 

the state, unimpeded by geography

• State policymakers can reliably tell which programs are making the biggest 

difference for students, and use that information to inform funding decisions

• Researchers use data, in a way that preserves privacy, to rigorously answer 

critical questions about what works without unnecessary administrative barriers 

and delays

• Taxpayers have visibility into the education system’s finances, operations, and 

successes

These examples are not comprehensive; they illustrate only a few of the countless ways stakeholders in the education system can act to continuously improve it.

How to get there

The recommendations in this paper are intended to facilitate behaviors such as the ones described above through the use of data, and encompass four steps:

• California should continue building the longitudinal student and 
teacher data systems(CALPADS and CALTIDES) that are currently 

underway

• Starting immediately, California should enhance the quality, accessibility, 
completeness, and basic use of its current K-12 data systems

• Next, California should expand the use of that information and data by 

building more advanced systems

• Lastly, California should create interagency linkages to better inform 
decisions using data beyond K-12.

By following these steps, California can build on the passion and knowledge that exists within the state and have a significant impact on our state’s education system. Certainly, specific tasks like the ones listed in the introduction—ensuring that students are well-prepared for work or higher education, and determining which academic interventions are the most effective uses of resources—would be greatly facilitated. More importantly, these practices, while not the single cure-all for our education system’s challenges, together unlock the power of the system to improve itself. 

