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This has been a busy year. As you know last April Getting Down to Facts (GDF), a research project of more than 20 studies was introduced; these studies were the cobbled together by the Institute for Research on Education Policy and Practice at Stanford (IREPP) to provide information about the state’s school finance and governance systems. They concluded that solely directing more money into the current system will not dramatically improve student achievement and will meet neither expectations nor needs (another way of saying that the state is not going to give education more money). The studies also stated that current teacher policies do not let state and local administrators make the best use of the pool of potential teachers or adequately support current teachers (meaning contracts and collective bargaining do not allow administrators to fire enough teachers nor do they allow enough under-prepared individuals to obtain credentials).

In October, EdSource hosted an all-day meeting in Sacramento to discuss various recommendations that were in response to the GDF studies to systematically change California education policy. The CFT brief called for: increased funding, the need to address poverty, inadequate housing, and lack of health care, and provide quality early childhood care and education. We also called for improved working conditions in the schools, increased salaries, manageable class sizes, time for planning and time to work collaboratively, and finally supportive leadership by principals. 

In November the Superintendent of Public Instruction sponsored an Achievement Gap summit. The focus was on four areas: access to what students need, development of environments that promote learning, high expectations and how to measure progress or success, and strategies that have proven promising in closing the achievement gap. It was mostly a PR effort by Jack O’Connell as there was no effort to come to any conclusions.

ECK-12 Conference was held in December. Ken Futernick was the keynote speaker and discussed teacher retention issues and the Tipping Point, support for schools and districts in need of improvement. Julia Koppich, the other main speaker, discussed alternative teacher compensation plans.

In January, the Center for the Future of Teaching and Learning unveiled their report on the Status of the Teaching Profession. Many were good - PAR programs should give priority to experienced teachers who are struggling and would benefit from intensive development; augment APLE awards substantially to cover more of the costs of staying in college, providing an alternative to candidates who cannot forego income while becoming prepared to teach; standards must be set for the conditions that support teaching quality (teaching and learning conditions) and these standards must be part of the state’s public education guidelines; districts should be able to negotiate two additional days each school year for professional development designed to strengthen teaching quality; continue funding the Teacher Recruitment and Retention Block Grant to improve the educational culture and environment at schools (e.g. assuring a safe, clean school environment, support services, compensation for teachers and principals, and/or collaboration time). One was partially bad - review and revise statutes governing teacher evaluation to: 1) provide for the inclusion of a variety of assessments of students’ academic growth and social development; and 2) ensure that teachers receive information essential to improving teaching effectiveness, such as professional development to strengthen practice. 

Jack O’Connell also presented his P-16 Report – Recommendations to Close the Achievement Gap in January. He accentuated the need for high quality Pre-school programs and an alignment of the educational system from Preschool to College. He stressed the need to develop partnerships with outside entities to support students. He wants to augment the accountability system and create an information system (student and teacher, and we know where that is heading). He focused so much on “rigor” (academic and professional development) that I felt a little stiff after his talk. He also wants more flexibility in the use of categorical funds.

The Governor’s Committee on Education Excellence Report seems to have been coming out forever. The draft was leaked in November but the official version finally emerged in mid-March. It supports professionalizing teaching as a career by creating career advancement opportunities; providing on-going embedded professional development; basing evaluations on professional standards and student achievement growth; and link compensation to performance that would reward teachers for their roles and achievements. The Committee recommends additional incentive pay to teachers and principals who demonstrate effectiveness and teach and lead in schools that serve high concentrations of low-income and minority students. They want to deregulate professional preparation, so that more entities can train and certify teachers – according to statewide professional standards (and get rid of the Commission on Teacher Credentialing). The report called for a move to a weighted student formula with a base level and targeted resources for low income and English learners. The Committee wants more funding for charter schools. They also ask for more funding for all schools that succeed and funding stability (the Governor’s plan to further tie up money in good times, but not adding adequate funding in poor times).

Lastly, the State Board moved forward with sanctions for 96 districts and one county office that are in Year 3 Program Improvement. The Board picked the least draconian corrective action by requiring the districts to fully implement standards-based curriculum. One district was assigned a trustee because it accepted a federal grant and did not improve as much as needed. Most of the districts must contract with a District Assistance and Intervention Team (DAIT), which is usually the county office of education. There are several state-approved private DAIT providers but they are mostly unproven entities. At least 50 districts will be in program improvement next year and 100 more will qualify the year after that.

My report is not sunny and I have not even discussed the budget situation and the layoff notices with which you have been dealing. These layoffs not only effect us now but will have ramifications for years to come as college students and career changers see fewer and fewer reasons to enter teaching. One bright side is that California’s students continue to improve against all odds (low funding for education, and poor teaching and learning conditions). This improvement occurs because of dedicated union educators and staff. Together we make the difference in our students’ lives.

