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The recommendation of the Governor’s Committee on Education Excellence was bound to disappoint advocates for public education. The so-called community dialogues designed to hear from the public with a focus on “hearing from you” was anything but that. If the Committee had wanted to hear from teachers and the community, they should have involved us from the beginning.

On Tuesday, June 3 a regional forum was held at Los Angeles Trade Tech College. David Long, Secretary of Education, Ted Mitchell, President of the State Board of Education and Chair of the Committee, and Stephen Blake, Executive Director of the Committee were present. Very few stakeholders attended. The administrators were generally favorable to the report and teachers, other educators and community participants were unimpressed.

On Thursday, July 31at the regional forum held in Santa Clara County, David Long, left before the public had a chance to speak (so he could catch a plane). He left Ted Mitchell and Stephen Blake to hear what the assembled local superintendents, parents, students, teachers, and others, thought of the five major recommendations. In general there was skepticism and frustration with many aspects of the printed presentation (which was flawed and was from 2007) and the final conclusions. 

The make-up of the Education Excellence panel was the first indication that any optimism had to be tempered. San Francisco’s unpopular former superintendent, Arlene Ackerman, Oakland’s hated state administrator, Randy Ward, Full Circle’s advocate of merit pay, Jeff Camp, and an assortment of administrators and business types made up the group.  No teachers or teacher organizational leaders were participants.

The most encouraging parts of the report are the recommendation to adopt a comprehensive early childhood package across the state, change the kindergarten starting age, and the expansion of full day kindergarten.

Below are some of the problematic parts of the report for the CFT:

The recommendation to “Strengthen Teaching and Leadership” says several times that there should be a link between compensation and performance, and incentive pay for teachers and principals. The report suggests giving financial incentives to induce teachers to teach at hard to staff schools. Instead of paying a few teachers more, the teaching and learning conditions at these schools should be improved as well increasing pay for all teachers. Supposedly the goal is to treat teachers as true professionals. To expand the quality and supply of new teachers the recommendation is to deregulate teacher preparation so that more entities can train and certify teachers. The Committee wants to focus on outcomes, which the current teacher preparation accreditation system already does.

To ensure fair funding, after recognizing students have different needs and recognizing the goal of providing additional resources for low income students and English language learners, the model should “reward schools that succeed” and eliminate financial disincentives to succeed. The aim is to remove aspects of programs that remove money from a school once it has achieved its goals. (What school do you know operates as if there is a disincentive to succeed? What teachers hold back their students to keep money at the site?) The Committee praises and values charter schools and recommends full equalization of funding for charter schools. 

The role of adequate school funding in the improvement of educational quality and student outcomes is given passing acknowledgment. But since there is little expectation that sufficient funding will be provided, its importance is glossed over. Instead there is the expectation that efficiencies will make up the difference. For example, changing the eligibility date for enrollment into kindergarten from December to September will yield $700 million per year for 13 years. And in this shell game the money can be used to expand preschool and full day kindergarten.

Doing away with categorical funding for programs, by eliminating compliance reporting, probably will create actual dollar savings. But what will happen to the programs that receive that funding? We can agree that there is too much red tape, but this plan where “success is rewarded and failure is not tolerated” appears to require an extensive compliance system of its own. One superintendent voiced the concern that many of the compliance issues were the products of hard-fought civil rights victories and not simply impediments to administrators. Categorical programs were created to protect or enhance the education opportunities for certain groups of students (i.e. English learners and gifted students). The removal of these programs would take away these supports and possibly result in the remarginalization of these students. Poor local decisions in the past were what led to the creation of categoricals in the first place.

None of the recommendations, charter schools, performance pay, financial incentives, deregulation of teacher preparation, or student centered funding have been proven to improve student achievement. The estimated cost for these reforms is $5 billion dollars. If teachers were to prioritize spending that much on education, we would have a much different wish list than the Committee’s recommendations.

One can only guess at the motivation behind the proposed changes in the state governance system. The Secretary of Education (appointed by the Governor) would assume policy, finance, and program responsibilities. The State Board of Education would provide guidance to the Secretary of Education and the Governor. The Superintendent of Public Instruction is responsible for “accountability functions.” This appears to be a power-grab by the chief executive (whose commission this is) to neutralize any power that the statewide elected leader of the schools might have.

The recommendations, technical report, and summaries are available at www.everychildprepared.org.

