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regulatory Education Code, with more than 100,000 
sections and 2,218 single-spaced pages, more than 
any state save Texas. The code’s complexity requires 
significant time and expertise to navigate, makes the 
system impenetrable to parents and professionals alike, 
and symbolizes the culture of compliance and regulation 
that dominates every aspect of schooling in the state. 

In a culture of compliance, district personnel operate in 
isolation, with each individual focusing on the specific 
statutory requirements of his or her program without 
considering the district’s overall education priorities or 
how the district’s multiple programs should work together. 
Because the state continually adds new categorical 
programs and requirements, districts constantly are 
focusing on how to implement the newest program 
without considering how the various programs interact. 

Moreover, when it implemented high-stakes accountability, 
California layered new mandates on top of our existing 
compliance-driven system, making accountability one more 
set of requirements instead of freeing educators from 
operational constraints so that they could fairly be held 
accountable for improving achievement. In contrast, other 
states deregulated their education systems to help support 
and enable their high-stakes accountability systems to 
deliver results for students. 

Our current accountability system is focused on failure 
and ironically directs a seemingly endless stream of 
resources to underperforming schools that are not 
linked to improvement and, in fact, go away if the school 
improves. Not surprisingly, such perverse incentives 
have limited success. Accountability also requires valid 
and reliable integrated data. Currently, data relevant to 
education (i.e., K–12 education data, higher education, 
workforce, and social services) are maintained by distinct 
state and local agencies, with no overarching entity in a 
position to design and implement bridges between them.
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Recommendations
California should return primary decision-making 
authority to local entities (counties, districts, and 
schools), while strengthening essential state functions. 
Although we call this a system of local control, it must 
be understood that the state plays numerous important 
roles and ultimately is responsible for the education of 
California students. But those roles must become more 
focused on ensuring that every student has the quality 
of education he or she deserves and on enabling local 
schools to provide that education. 

True accountability will enhance the quality of education 
offered to every student. True accountability will 
foster continuous improvement by providing useful 
information, insight, support, and incentives in the 
form of authority and resources to educators and 
their communities so that everyone can participate in 
promoting student achievement. Accountability always 
will provide the ultimate recourse for students in schools 
or districts that fail; but far more important, true 
accountability will support the attainment of high 
standards for all students and prevent failure.

To streamline the convoluted governance system and 
strengthen accountability, the Committee recommends:

1. Provide greater local autonomy.
Transforming the system from a culture of compliance to 
a student-centered culture of continuous improvement 
against rigorous state standards will require clarifying 
local roles and responsibilities. Specifically: 

�n	 �School districts. Freed from the burdens of 
concentrating on state compliance requirements, 
districts will offer more support for local school 
improvement efforts. Initial priorities should include 
shaping the new teacher and principal evaluation 
system, helping educators use data and analysis 
to improve instruction, and determining how best 

to target additional new funds for disadvantaged 
students. Districts should think of schools as their 
consumers and allow them to define the services the 
district delivers.

In 1992, the California Legislature established charter schools, publicly 
funded schools authorized by local districts to “operate independently 
from the existing school district structure.” Charter schools are free 
from many of the regulations that burden district schools and are held 
accountable for achieving high levels of student achievement. In these 
ways, charters represent the link between accountability and authority 
that the Committee recommends to become the norm across the system. 

Since 1992, more than 600 charters have been granted. Research 
suggests that charters in California tend to serve higher percentages 
of students in poverty and students of color than their district-operated 
counterparts and that the performance of these students, in general, is 
slightly better than that in district schools.

This evidence does not suggest that charter schools are, by themselves, 
a panacea. However, we believe that the original purpose of 
charters — to provide parents with choice, to provide competition 
that spurs improvement, and to provide a test-bed for innovation 
and experimentation — continue to be important objectives and 
that charter schools are and ought to remain an important part of 
California’s education landscape.

To better fulfill their mission, charters need to participate fully in the 
state’s funding system, with dollar-for-dollar equality in student fund-
ing and equitable access to public school facilities and facilities funding. 
The state should examine alternatives to the current charter authorizing 
system. In the current system, some school districts embrace and work 
well with charters, while others obstruct them because they view them 
as competitors. Options could include strengthening the current appeals 
process or providing for alternative authorizers, such as county offices 
of education. 

Charter Schools Provide a Laboratory for Innovation
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�n	 �School-level autonomy. Successful schools 
should earn progressively increased autonomy 
(including over personnel, programs, and budgets), 
allowing more decisions to be made closer to the 
students they serve. As more decision-making 
authority is shifted to schools, principals will 
need to work with teachers, parents, students, 
and other stakeholders to set the direction for 
the school and to review data on performance 
aiming at improvements that can increase student 
engagement and student achievement to foster buy-
in by the entire staff. 

�n	 �County superintendents and offices of 
education. County-level priorities should be to: 
maintain oversight and intervention responsibilities 
for districts’ fiscal operations; support various 
administrative functions delegated by the Secretary 
of Education; provide support to the Superintendent 
of Public Instruction when direct intervention is 
needed to recover failed districts (and sometimes 
schools); and oversee compliance with federal and 
state requirements.

2. �Streamline and deregulate the education 
system.

Replacing categorical programs, each with rigid rules, 
with student-centered funding is an important first step. 
The state also should create a commission, appointed 
jointly by the Governor and the Legislature, to conduct 
a comprehensive review of the Education Code and 
recommend a statutory streamlining of the multiple 
mandates. The Education Code should apply only for a 
set period — it should “sunset” in whole — and then 
be re-examined periodically to determine which laws 
should continue, after which a revised code would be 
reauthorized for another set period.

3.	�Reform the convoluted state governance 
system.

The state should maintain its ambitious academic 
standards and identify aligned curriculum designed 
to ensure the success of every student; help districts 
identify and implement best practices; provide adequate 
resources; and collect, analyze, and disseminate 
essential data and information to ensure that resources 
are being spent effectively to enhance student learning. 

Explore the Range of Innovative Uses of a Data System

The new statewide student longitudinal data system should support 
school district improvement efforts and schools’ instructional strategies, 
not just help meet No Child Left Behind Act reporting requirements — 
which is its current limited focus. The state should immediately fund a 
study to learn from districts, counties, and charter organizations that 
already are using data well to inform the cycle of academic improvement. 
This will require the state to waive laws and regulations that now impede 
the effective use of data. 

Make Information Usable by Stakeholders

Too much of the data we collect, much less the data we intend to 
collect, is inaccessible to most parents, students, teachers, and even 
researchers. In other fields, California companies are at the forefront of 
making massive amounts of data useful to untrained users at the click 
of a mouse. The state should create a public/private partnership that 
takes advantage of this expertise. Giving everyone appropriate access to 
timely and actionable data would make the entire system accessible and, 
thereby, more accountable. The state also should develop the expertise 
to transform data into information that local districts and schools can 
use. This will require returning to local districts analyzed, student-based, 
vertically scaled information that can inform instruction.

Use Data Wisely
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The state also has the ultimate responsibility for 
measuring and maintaining quality, for ensuring that 
all underperforming schools and districts receive the 
support they need to improve, and for imposing clear 
and mandatory consequences for failing schools and 
districts. In assigning these functions, the state agency 
that funds and supports districts and schools should 
be separated from the agency that holds those same 
districts publicly accountable. Thus:

n	 �The Secretary of Education would be responsible 
for education policy, finance, and program 
responsibilities (as manager of the California 
Department of Education). In carrying out these 
responsibilities, the Secretary should focus the 
department on supporting districts in implementing 
effective programs, using data to inform instruction, 
and supporting continuous improvement.

n	 �The Superintendent of Public Instruction 
would serve as an independent guarantor of 
success throughout the system, responsible for 
all accountability functions. This would include 
maintaining an integrated data system, overseeing 
state assessments, creating and managing an 
independent school inspectorate process, overseeing 
a regional system to support districts, ensuring that 
interventions take place, performing necessary audit 

and compliance functions, and apprising the public 
of performance and program effectiveness from the 
classroom to the state. (Until our recommendations 
to reconstitute the office of the Superintendent 
to eliminate conflicts of interest within its 
responsibilities, we recommend that an independent 
education data commission be instituted to build 
cooperation among state agencies while avoiding 
narrow or parochial views from the perspective of a 
single data source provider.)

n	 �The State Board of Education should be advisory, 
providing guidance to the Secretary and Governor. 
It should serve as the hearing body for regulatory 
concerns decided by the Secretary.

These roles should be changed after January 2011, to 
allow effective transition planning and legislative action 
and so that current elected and appointed officeholders 
will have the opportunity to continue overseeing the 
functions they anticipated when taking office.

Districts play a critical role that can make or break a school reform effort. 
While some outstanding school leaders can succeed without focused 
help from their districts, most schools need the support of their districts 
to make the reforms successful. The research verifies this. The American 
Institute of Research (AIR) concluded in the evaluation of California’s 
two school intervention programs — the Immediate Intervention for 
Underperforming Schools and the High Priority Schools Grant Program 

— that the programs were ineffective, wasting millions, if not billions 
of state dollars. On further investigation, AIR found that successful 
interventions were coupled with rigorous district management and 
support of the process. 

District Involvement Is a Critical Element of School Reform

California should return primary decision-
making authority to counties, districts, 
and schools. Although we call this a 
system of local control, the state plays 
numerous important roles and ultimately 
is responsible for the education of 
California students. But those roles 
must become more focused on ensuring 
quality and enabling local schools to be 
more effective.
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4. �Create a regional support system to 
provide oversight for all districts and 
interventions for struggling districts.

County superintendents and their offices, particularly 
through their network of regional alliances, are in a 
better position than Sacramento to support recovery 
efforts in troubled local districts and schools. These 
offices would: monitor local compliance with state and 
federal mandates; create academic crisis management 
and assistance teams to help districts that are 
academically bankrupt or otherwise require academic 
intervention; and directly intervene in failing districts. 
We envision a separate intervention strategy for each 
struggling district, tailored to specific circumstances 
within the guidelines described below. 

5. Institute a school inspection system.
To provide essential information about why a school’s 
program is or is not working, the state should implement 
an inspection system similar to those used successfully 
by several European nations and, most recently, New 
York City. Site visits by experienced external inspectors 
would examine how well schools are gathering and using 
data to monitor student performance; setting goals and 
developing plans; implementing these plans; aligning 
academic standards with instruction; building and 
aligning staff skills and expertise; and monitoring and 
revising improvement plans based on regular evaluations 
of student progress. They also would ensure that the 
school is receiving adequate district support.

Inspectors report publicly on their findings within just 
a few weeks, enhancing accountability through public 
engagement. Then, inspectors advise the school on 
corrections needed to make improvements in deficient 
areas and help the school monitor its own progress and 
make its own improvements. By quickly illuminating 
areas needing improvement and identifying whether 
a school is capable of improving itself, the inspection 
system provides a vital component of the state’s 
intervention system.

6. Institute clear intervention rules.
The state should move toward a zero-tolerance policy 
for chronically low-performing schools and districts. If a 
school continues to underperform after the programmatic 
assistance described above, the state should take 
more drastic actions by assigning a trustee with broad 
executive powers to the school. The trustee should have 
the authority to convert the school to a charter school, 
assign the school to a neighboring successful district or 
county office, assign control of the school to an education 

Currently, schools are required to produce an annual document called 
a school accountability report card, or SARC. These documents are 
full of information about each school, but they have three limitations: 
They aren’t collected anywhere, making comparisons impossible; they 
are inconsistently implemented; and they notoriously are hard to read. 
In other words, these critical documents aren’t very useful. The state 
should invest in a database solution to standardize the school reporting 
process and develop an electronic version of the report card. These 
changes would allow meaningful comparisons of schools by parents 
and policymakers and would encourage Web designers to create 
flexible, user-friendly presentations that would make the information 
more accessible, rich, and easy to find. 

Overhaul the School Accountability Report Card
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management organization, or reorganize the school. The 
state should use multiple  measures to determine if a 
school is not meeting expectations, including the overall 
level of student performance, No Child Left Behind status, 
value-added measures of improvement, and school 
inspections. 

7. Promote choice for families.
Families in California currently may choose among a 
variety of public school options, including the range of 
district schools, charter schools, and others. However well-
established in law it may be, the practice of choice is more 

illusory than real. In order to make real choices available 
to parents, we recommend full equalization of funding 
between district and charter schools and full disclosure, 
district by district, of the education options available to 
students. Such disclosure will rely on and be advanced by 
easier-to-use information tools and by a data system that 
will allow real comparison of available options. 

The technical report discusses these 
recommendations in more depth, along with 
their underlying rationales and implementation 
processes. 

If implemented successfully as part of our proposed systemic reform, these changes should help 
improve student performance by: 

n	� Clarifying roles and responsibilities at the state, county, district, and school levels.

n	� Focusing everyone, regardless of specific role or responsibility, on student performance.

n	� Eliminating conflicts of interest when the same state office is responsible for program 
development and implementation along with evaluation and accountability. 

n	� Promoting the integrity of data and accountability for results.

n	� Streamlining the bureaucracy and simplifying overly complex rules that now place a premium on 
compliance, not student success.

n	� Aligning policy, finance, and program in the Governor’s office with ultimate accountability for the 
system resting there.

n	� Transitioning to an accountability system that relies on the growth in student academic achievement.

n	� Moving responsibility for assistance away from Sacramento, closer to schools and classrooms.

n	� Supplementing test scores with more in-depth analyses of school performance, with constructive 
recommendations for change.

What You Should Expect To See
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Create a Foundation for 
Continuous Improvement 
Prepare our children for success from the earliest age. 

California’s Current Reality
Too few children arrive at school ready to learn. Our 
expectations for students in kindergarten continue to 
increase, enhancing the disadvantages of children who 
begin school without the necessary skills that quality 
preschools can provide. Many children living in poverty 
reach 1st grade two years behind their peers — though 
they are only 6 years old. Only 50 to 60 percent of eligible 
4-year-old children are served in some form of child care 
or preschool program. And even as current programs 
support some of our children from low-income families, 
affordability poses a barrier to effective preschool for 
many children whose families come from all income levels.

Although the educational programs we provide to our 
youngest children stand distinct from our public school 
system, early childhood education (ECE) programs easily 
rival the K–12 system for complexity and irrationality. 
University of California, Berkeley, researchers have 
characterized California’s current ECE offerings as 

consisting of “disparate funding streams, regulations, and 
family eligibility requirements.” The educational quality of 
these programs is mixed, and we do not have the data or 
analytical capacity to know how well they are preparing 
young children for kindergarten success. Too few teachers 
receive sufficient preparation, and programs are aligned 
insufficiently with K–12, and with kindergarten in particular, 
to ensure that what children are learning in preschool is 
preparing them to be successful in kindergarten.  

Recommendations
A culture that puts students first should start with its 
youngest students. Research and common sense show 
that waiting until kindergarten or 1st grade to begin 
educating our children is educationally foolish and fiscally 
unwise. Accordingly, although it was outside the scope 
of our Committee’s initial charge, we recommend that 
the state adopt a series of inter-related changes to 
strengthen preschool and kindergarten services. 

Our Vision
A student-centered system recognizes that many learning needs are developed 
before students reach the classroom and ensures that our youngest children receive 
the quality preschool and kindergarten education that will help them come to school 
prepared for success.
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Placing students at the center means ensuring that all 
youngsters get off to a strong start; research shows 
quality preschool programs improve student readiness 
for school, yield higher academic achievement, reduce 
special education placements, and produce such 
downstream benefits as higher earnings, reduced 
reliance on social services, and reduced crime.

Adopt a Comprehensive Early Childhood 
Package 
California should provide every child with quality 
preschool opportunities to ensure that they begin school 
ready to undertake the challenges of kindergarten 
and the primary grades. We should ensure that these 
programs have standards that ensure all children have an 
equal opportunity to learn, and that teachers will have 
the knowledge and skills to address a range of student 
needs and ensure effective learning. Specifically: 

n	 �Move toward universal preschool in phases. 
The state should set a goal of universal access to 
preschool, but first: (1) expand access to subsidized 
preschool to all low-income students (those eligible 
for a free/reduced lunch) over a five-year period, and 
(2) target universal access to communities with high 
concentrations of low-income students. 

n	 �Continue mixed-delivery system for preschool, 
but utilize consistent standards and funding. 
The current mixed-delivery system includes public 
and private providers of preschool and child care 
that are funded from a variety of sources (federal, 
state, and local) and are subject to different program 
requirements and standards. While preserving 
this diversity, the state needs to begin moving all 
providers toward a set of high-quality standards by 
establishing preschool learning standards (such as 
the preschool foundations currently being developed 
by the California Department of Education); 
developing one set of regulations for all providers, 

regardless of funding source; and transitioning to a 
single financing structure under which all providers 
would receive the same rate for the preschool portion 
of their programs, regardless of funding source.

The Benefits of Quality Preschool

The Chicago Child-Parent Centers conducted a preschool experiment 
starting in 1985. The program provided half-day preschool to 
economically disadvantaged students in specific neighborhoods in 
Chicago and tracked those students, as well as matched students from 
neighborhoods not receiving preschool. The students participating 
in the preschool program have had higher educational outcomes, 
including higher standardized test scores, higher graduation and 
college attendance rates, and fewer placements in special education. 
In addition, the participants were less likely to have repeated a grade, 
been incarcerated, or committed a felony. These outcomes show the 
potential benefits from quality preschool.

Source: Journal of the American Medical Association’s Archives of Pediatrics and 
Adolescent Medicine, 2007

Results from the Chicago Child-Parent Centers
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n	 �Make strategic investments in preschool 
quality. Although the quality of the current 
subsidized preschool programs has not been 
measured, it is likely that many or even most of them 
do not meet the high-quality threshold that yields the 
kinds of benefits discussed above. To get a return 
on the state’s current investment and achieve the 
expansion proposed by the Committee, the state will 
need to invest in preschool staff training; standardize 
training requirements to make courses transferable; 
and use data to monitor provider performance and to 
provide information to parents. 

n	 �Measure and provide incentives to promote 
preschool quality. To help families make better 
choices and create incentives to improve quality, the 
state should phase in over three years a standards-
based rating system that provides a quality rating for 
each preschool serving publicly subsidized students. 
To help finance investments in improved quality 
(including higher salaries for better trained staff), the 
state should provide increased funding to centers 
receiving consistently higher ratings.

n	 �Expand full-day kindergarten. Provide incentive 
grants, including start-up and facility support, to 
districts serving disadvantaged students to support 
their transition to full-day kindergarten. Participation 
by California students in full-day kindergarten is 
estimated at approximately 30 percent, compared to 
approximately 60 percent nationally.

n	� Delay the age at which children enter 
kindergarten. Over a period of three years, shift the 
birth date by which children become eligible to start 
kindergarten from December 2 (one of the nation’s 
latest) to September 1. This will help ensure that 
children are more mature and ready to benefit from 
school; and yield approximately $700 million per year 
in savings for roughly 13 years (the period during 
which the smaller cohorts will move through the 
system). The state can use these savings to expand 
preschool and/or full-day kindergarten offerings.

The technical report discusses these recommen-
dations in more depth, along with their underlying 
rationales and implementation processes. 

If implemented successfully as part of our proposed systemic reform, these changes should help 
improve student performance by: 

n	� Ensuring that all students have a strong, early start.

n	� Ensuring that all service providers meet high-quality standards while preserving the system’s 
diversity of programs.

n	 Providing preschool staff with training to improve their effectiveness. 

n	� Measuring results so that parents and policymakers have the information they need to make 
sound decisions.

n	� Offering incentives to promote continued improvements in program quality.

n	 Expanding full-day kindergarten to more disadvantaged students.

n	 Ensuring that students are mature enough to begin kindergarten.

What You Should Expect To See
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Conclusion
The changes we propose will not happen overnight. It took years for California’s current 
convoluted and dysfunctional system to evolve; we’ll need a carefully phased process 
to dismantle it. 

Change is difficult. The changes we propose challenge 
the comfort of the status quo. We understand that. But 
we trust that our recommendations will appeal to the 
common sense of the public, and in turn, strong public 
support will fortify the courage of policymakers to do 
what must be done if California is truly serious about 
putting students first.

The changes we propose do not come without economic 
consequences. Our approach has been to identify the 
systemic reforms needed to meet students’ needs and, 
only then, to determine the costs associated with our 
recommendations. We are confident that the changes we 
have suggested will create greater efficiency in the use 
of resources. Moving the kindergarten entry birth date 
to September 1, for example, will save the system an 
average of $700 million per year for 13 years. But, to be 

clear, the real “efficiencies” we anticipate are not easily 
quantifiable; they are the efficiencies that arise when 
professionals are able to focus their attention on raising 
student achievement instead of figuring out how to work 
around a system that impedes them at every turn. 

In addition, we believe that the changes we recommend 
will release more time and dollars back into the system, 
where they can be used more productively to increase 
student achievement. For example, eliminating the 
compliance reporting on categorical funding will give 
administrators back time they can spend working with 
teachers and students and will create actual dollar 
savings as districts and the state need fewer compliance 
officers and consultants to decode and manage the 
system. It will take time to understand the magnitude of 
these savings. 

On the cost side, we are similarly cautious. Many of the 
changes we recommend will be phased in over time; 
the cost of others is determined by their scope; and, still 
others, notably a data system of the magnitude and 
quality we suggest, need to be estimated by experts. 
That said, it is clear to us that the system we propose 
cannot be funded with existing resources alone. Our 
proposal to create differential funding for students 

The real efficiencies arise when professionals are able 
to focus their attention on raising student achievement 
instead of figuring out how to work around a system 
that impedes them at every turn. 
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in poverty and English learners, when fully phased in, 
will cost an additional $5 billion. Our proposal to fund 
targeted expansion of preschool will cost $1.1 billion. 

We have an opportunity, in the coming years, to make 
a down payment on the system we propose. Based 
on the most recently available economic projections 
(May Revision 2007), the state’s education budget 
will grow beyond base costs by $6–7 billion over the 
next six years under Proposition 98. Because these 
dollars will come at a time when enrollment is forecast 
to be relatively flat, California has an extraordinary 
opportunity to use this money to implement these 
recommendations and so help produce the type of 
achievement that our students deserve — provided, of 
course, that the new investments are not used simply 
to perpetuate and expand a flawed system. 

We envision a public education system that educates all 
students well and is committed to a cycle of continuous 
improvement. With student learning the focus of 
every action, our new system will build a powerful 
linkage among well-prepared, effective teachers 
and administrators; a funding process that targets 

resources fairly and rewards results; and a governance 
and accountability framework that allows those closest 
to students to make the key decisions, but intervenes 
when necessary to ensure that every student is being 
served. Such a system will embrace the use of data 
and information — to drive needed changes, to keep 
parents and the public informed, and to hold itself 
accountable for steady gains, year after year.  

We are confident that California is ready for changes 
of this magnitude. Year after year, the public tells us 
that education is one of their highest priorities; they 
understand that a good education is the gateway 
to a good life and prosperous, vibrant communities. 
We have a Governor who has demonstrated strong 
leadership on issues ranging from stem cell research 
to global warming. We have a Legislature that has 
indicated an eagerness to improve our schools. We 
have some of the country’s strongest standards, most 
committed educators, and most talented students. 
With the public and our leaders aimed at creating a 
new system by which our schools improve continuously 
over time toward the high standards we have set for all 
children, we cannot fail, and we must not.

Combining common sense and courage, let’s work together to build on these strengths, 
make no excuses, and do what it takes to once again become the nation’s leader in creating 
opportunity for our children and hope for our future. 
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