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ABOUT THE BERKELEY INSTITUTE FOR YOUNG AMERICANS
The Berkeley Institute for Young Americans is a research center affiliated with the
Goldman School of Public Policy at UC Berkeley. Our mission is to lead a fact-based,
non-partisan discussion about how public policy can invest in future generations.
The Institute aims to develop research-driven policy proposals to equip policymakers,
advocates, and young leaders with the solutions needed to ensure the long-term
security and success of the next generation.

ABOUT UC BERKELEY’S GRADUATE SCHOOL OF EDUCATION
The Graduate School of Education at the University of California, Berkeley is home
to a diverse group of students and faculty joined by their common interests in
understanding and improving the complex world of education. Students and faculty
tackle difficult questions—f rom how children, youth and adults learn, inside and
outside classrooms; to how schools, communities and societies advance the
educational and life chances of those they educate. In the process, students develop
the necessary knowledge, skills, tools and experiences to handle those challenges.
The GSE is committed to providing and cultivating the very best in educational
scholarship, innovation, and professional leadership.
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FOREWORD

“As California Goes, So Goes the Nation, Alas.” That was a headline from a Los Angeles
Times opinion column on April 30, 1989, which noted that, even though “Californians
have long considered their state the cutting edge of social and political change… [it] no
longer seems the vanguard of political innovation. Other states rarely look to California
for policy initiatives.”
Fast-forward to 2022, and few would proclaim that California lacks in policy innovation.
Quite the contrary. The state has enacted a variety of policies ranging from expansions
in immigrant rights and voting rights to health care and higher education, and from
large-scale experiments in guaranteed income to ambitious moves towards net-zero
emissions in a variety of sectors. And despite the periodic waves of “doom and gloom”
reporting about the state, California’s economic output over the last 25 years has grown
faster than the national average, and on par with GDP growth for the state of Texas.
Even so, much remains to be done. The California Dream has always been marred by
a high degree of racial exclusion, and it remains out of reach for millions in the state—
whether measured by health outcomes, unaffordable housing, or massive disparities
in income and wealth. California also recognizes that future progress depends on recognizing and correcting historical wrongs. Its Truth and Healing Council, for example,
will provide recommendations aimed at prevention, restoration, and reparation involving California Native Americans and the State. If California’s racial diversity represents
America’s demographic reality by 2100, our work is essential—not only for the longterm success of the state, but also for our country’s innovative and equitable future.
This future-focused work is especially pressing today. The COVID-19 pandemic has
scrambled a state and nation already undergoing significant changes in economics,
politics, and society. The harmful consequences of climate change are at our doorstep,
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with forest fires and droughts that grow in frequency and intensity each year. The
weakening of local media and the growth of disinformation threaten both our civic
health and our public health. And staggering inequities in income and wealth, homeownership and health, threaten the state’s reputation as a haven for migrants, domestic and international alike.
In addition to immediate threats that affect our long-term future, we also see plenty
of opportunity. Record increases in federal and state spending mean that billions of
additional dollars are flowing to state, local, and tribal governments in California. Many
jurisdictions are looking to invest in infrastructure that meets the long-term needs of
their communities. Philanthropic institutions and individual donors are also looking to
make transformative investments that have enduring impact. We have an opportunity
to inform and enrich all of these plans and conversations.
Most institutions and organizations in California are focused on immediate challenges,
and don’t have the luxury of time, dedicated talent, and resources to focus on longterm futures. California 100 is grateful for the opportunity to provide added value at
this critical time, with actionable research, demonstration projects, and compelling
scenarios that help Californians—government agencies, stakeholder groups, and residents alike— to envision, strategize, and act collectively to build a more innovative and
equitable future.

Karthick Ramakrishnan, Ph.D.

Henry E. Brady, Ph.D.

Executive Director

Director of Research
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AN OVERVIEW TO
EDUCATION IN CALIFORNIA

T

he modern American Dream rests on the idea that education is the doorway to equal
opportunity and social mobility. However, that idea has been put into question in recent
decades as researchers have found glaring inequities in academic achievement, college

access and attainment, and life-long outcomes based on students’ socioeconomic backgrounds,
race and ethnicity, and geographic location. State and federal lawmakers have acknowledged
these gaps and have attempted to ‘level the playing field’ by injecting new and targeted resources
and designing intervention policies to help students reach broader economic and democratic goals.
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California must meet
the challenges of this
pivotal and historic
moment to create a
skilled workforce for
the new technology
infrastructure.

While many recent policy efforts have attempted
to address student equity, they have also attempted to meet the demands of a changing economy.
Advanced technological changes are beginning
to take root across a range of industries in the U.S.
and internationally that will require students to
acquire 21st century skills for a transforming labor
market. As the birthplace and incubator of innovations in automation and artif icial intelligence,
California must meet the challenges of this pivotal
and historic moment to create a skilled workforce
capable of developing and implementing this new
technology infrastructure.
Rapid changes are also taking place in the education sector. The private sector in education has
grown in its size and influence, especially in the
domain of online learning, charter schools, and
growth in nonprofit and for-profit higher education
organizations and services, putting into question
the long-term sustainability of public institutions
to provide educational services. In addition, the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic forced schools
and universities across the state to begin adopting
many technological innovations, from new digital
application-supported online modes of teaching
in K-16 to adaptive tutoring facilitated by artificial
intelligence. As learners and the economy begin
to recover from the effects of the pandemic, disparate impacts continue to emerge.
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To understand the long-term outlook of Cal-

California’s education system. The state is at a

ifornia’s education system, we must explore

pivotal point where state lawmakers, educa-

how governance systems, state f inancial

tors, interest groups, and the general public

support, and emerging technologies have

should begin to think about the future and to

impacted the sector as a whole. Given the

assess whether the current constellation of

historical importance of the COVID-19 pan-

education governance, finance, and technol-

demic and its direct effect on our education-

ogy are sustainable, equitable, and aligned

al systems, the time is ripe to take stock of

with our values.

CALIFORNIA’S EDUCATION
POLICY LANDSCAPE

CALIFORNIA SERVES ONE OF THE
LARGEST AND MOST DIVERSE STUDENT
POPULATIONS IN THE COUNTRY
Across the early care and education (ECE) sys-

families, the state’s Transitional Kindergarten

tem for pre-Kindergarten children, K-12, and

program enrolled about 100,000 students, and

higher education, California educates far more

the California State Preschool Program enrolled

students than other states and serves a far

roughly 140,000 students.

greater proportion of disadvantaged students
than national averages. The state’s subsidized

At the K-12 level, California provides education-

early care and education system serves over

al services for more than 6 million students in

445,000 children annually (2019-20), with many

the public school system, serving roughly 93

children under the age of 5 who are first- or

percent of all students in the state. Figure 1

second-generation immigrants who live with

on the following page, shows enrollment

families that are non-native English speakers,

characteristics for the state’s K-12 students.

and many who are low-income living in fami-

As shown, California serves a very different

lies at or near the poverty line. In 2019-20, the

student population than the national av-

federal Head Start program enrolled nearly

erage. The state serves far more Latino and

70,000 children in California from low-income

Asian American students and fewer white
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and Black students than the national average.

The state’s higher education system is equal-

Given the diversity of students from different

ly astonishing in its size and diversity: the

cultural backgrounds, California’s K-12 system

California Community Colleges (CCC)—the

serves more students with Limited English

largest higher education system in the na-

Proficiency than the national average as well.

tion—serves over 2 million students each

Using f ree and reduced-price lunches as a

year, and one out of four community college

proxy for low-income status, 60 percent of

students nationwide. The U.S. Department

California students are eligible for free and

of Education considers several of the CCCs to

reduced-price lunches, compared to a nation-

be Minority Serving Institutions, given that

al average of roughly 48 percent, ranking

about three of every four students across CCC

California among the top states to serve

campuses is a student of color. The California

low-income students.

State University (CSU) is the largest four-year

Figure 1

Demographic Characteristics of California’s K-12 students

SOURCE: IPUMS-USA. CCD, via
Education Data Portal v.0.14.0,
Urban Institute, under ODC
Attribution License.

NOTE: Enrollment by race comes from CCD and encompasses all
students in primary school in 2019. Numbers for free or reduced-price
lunch encompass eligibility for the program and not enrollment. We
calculate LEP based on the methodology provided on LEP.gov.
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public university system in the country and

who are first-generation students and about

enrolls nearly half a million students; nearly

35 percent of students who are eligible for

half of enrolled students are Latino and the

the federal Pell grant, a proxy for low-income

majority of the CSU campuses are consid-

status. While the state also has hundreds of

ered Hispanic Serving Institutions by the U.S.

private, for-prof it, or nonprof it colleges as

Department of Education. The University

well, eight out of every ten college students

of California (UC) educates roughly 280,000

in California enrolls in a public institution,

undergraduates and graduates annually,

with more than half enrolled in the commu-

with about 40 percent of undergraduates

nity college system.

CALIFORNIA’S EDUCATION GOVERNANCE
STRUCTURE IS EXTREMELY FRAGMENTED
complex system of governance for the state’s

Governance of the state’s three
education systems is very disjointed,
with different governing bodies
operating each system independently
with very little cross-coordination
or attempt at systemic coherence.

ECE programs has important implications
for the providers of these programs. In some
cases, providers may be accountable to more
than one agency and have multiple sets of
administrative and reporting requirements,
which can be burdensome for providers with
limited resources. The tangled web of governing bodies in ECE has led some researchers to
argue that the lack of coordinated administra-

Within each sector (early care and education,
K-12, and higher education), complex networks of governing agencies impede a co-

tion over the state’s ECE programs has resulted
in a lack of coherent strategy for systemic
improvement.

hesive system from taking root. In early care

The K-12 system is the largest in the country,

and education (ECE), several state and federal

with more than 1,000 school districts and

agencies govern a variety of ECE programs.

10,000 K-12 schools that are governed by a

Complicating matters, most programs also

state Department of Education, a state Board

typically have a local agency in charge of ad-

of Education, and a complex network of other

ministering services, like a local school district

statewide entities, such as the California Com-

or a county agency, and there is usually a

mission on Teacher Credentials, the Office of

provider (such as a community-based orga-

Public School Construction, and 58 County

nization, public school, or childcare provider)

Offices of Education. While there is more hier-

in charge of delivering actual services. The

archical coherence of the K-12 governance

14

THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION

system, its sheer size makes it difficult to govern

able in California. Unlike the majority of other

centrally by state actors, which is one reason

states, where there is a single, statewide co-

why California has a long history of local con-

ordinating board or agency, California’s three

trol that allows local actors to play significant

segments of higher education are governed

roles in operating school districts and schools.

by the state legislature and governor, three
separate segmental governing boards, and a

The higher education system is organized into

range of smaller statewide commissions that

three public sector ‘segments’, each with a

take on specif ic functions of managing the

different purpose established by the 1960 Cal-

higher education system. The UC system even

ifornia Master Plan for Higher Education. This

has a constitutional status as a fourth branch

includes the University of California system,

of government responsible to the University’s

the California State University system, and the

Regents. At the state level, there used to be a

California Community College system. Histor-

California Postsecondary Education Planning

ically, the Master Plan for Higher Education

Commission (CPEC, originally established in

assigned specific, differentiated missions for

1973), but it was defunded in 2011 since it had

each of the higher education segments and

very little scope and influence, although the

also specified eligibility targets for each sys-

commission still technically exists in statute.

tem. Overall, the goal of the Master Plan and

Some argue that the lack of coordinated ad-

the subsequent complexity of the systems it

ministration over the state’s higher education

created was to keep higher education acces-

systems has resulted in a lack of vision and

sible, affordable, high-quality, and account-

coherent strategy for systemic improvement.

CALIFORNIA HAS SET AMBITIOUS
GOALS FOR ALL LEVELS OF EDUCATION
In recent years, state lawmakers and top

skills acquisition. Beyond the goals outlined

governing agencies have set ambitious learn-

in the Preschool Learning Foundations, no

ing standards and goals for each of the three

explicit goals exist for infant and toddler care,

education systems. For ECE, the California

leading some researchers to call for stronger

Department of Education published three

alignment between the ECE programs and

volumes outlining Preschool Learning Foun-

the first years of elementary education.

dations, which def ine the knowledge and
skills young children are expected to learn

In K-12, the California Department of Educa-

before entering kindergarten. These founda-

tion (CDE) adopted the Common Core Stan-

tions include the development of democratic

dards and Smarter Balanced assessments,

competencies, personal autonomy, the devel-

which are intended to prepare K-12 students

opment of healthy personal relationships, and

for 21st-century skills and college and career
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readiness. Using the new standards and as-

In higher education, the state legislature

sessments, the state CDE has defined a goal

placed higher education goals directly into

to ensure that all students are performing at

the state education code. The goals focus

grade level at the end of each academic year,

on improving student access and success in

and to advocate for students who are not

higher education, especially for low-income

meeting proficiency. Arguably, the goals for

students, aim to better align degrees and

K-12 extend beyond the CDE into the state’s

credentials with the state’s economic, work-

accountability system and dashboard, and

force, and civic needs, and ensure the effec-

are also generated locally from the ground

tive and efficient use of resources to improve

up by local school boards and district actors.

outcomes and maintain affordability.

IDENTIFYING POLICY PROBLEMS
ACROSS THE EDUCATION SECTOR
While setting statewide goals provides the different education systems with guiding ‘north
stars’ to organize long-term policy orientations, major policy problems remain across the
three education sectors that make it difficult for all students to reach these goals.

EARLY CARE AND
EDUCATION (ECE)
The major policy problem in ECE is limited
access to high-quality, subsidized childcare
seats for low-income children, which is largely
caused by funding constraints. Many more
children in California are eligible for statesubsidized programs than the actual number

year. This issue is even more concerning for
children who live in poverty or near the poverty line. Researchers from the Learning Policy
Institute found that nearly 650,000 children
at or near the poverty line did not have access
to ECE programs in 2015-16, despite being eligible. Moreover, large discrepancies between
eligibility and enrollment exist by race, and by
region of the state. Despite efforts f rom the

of seats funded, posing an important access

Newsom Administration and state lawmakers

problem. For context: in 2015-16, just under

to provide more childcare seats in recent state

1 million children below the age of 5 were

budgets, the latest 2020 “State of Preschool”

eligible for California’s state-funded programs,

report from researchers at the National Insti-

but only about one-third of those children

tute for Early Childhood Education Research

actually enrolled in any state programs that

found that the state is still short about 300,000
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seats for the state’s low-income 3- and 4-year-

sizes and staff-to-child ratios, and whether

olds to attend high-quality, full-day preschool,

teachers and staff have appropriate degrees

amounting to a funding shortage of about

and training. Research shows that enrollment

$4.5 billion. In total (not taking into account

in high-quality early childhood programs may

the income level of children), they estimate

provide the biggest ‘bang for buck’ for im-

that the state is short about 575,000 seats to

provements in K-12 achievement, long-term

provide universal high-quality, full-day pre-

life outcomes, and overall returns to society.

school for all of the state’s 3- and 4-year-olds.

Yet a recent study that was part of the statewide Getting Down to the Facts initiative

Of additional concern is the fact that many

found a significant skills gap in California’s

children are enrolled in low-quality programs.

children at kindergarten entry, suggesting

The overall quality of an ECE program is ex-

socioeconomic disparities in educational

tremely important, since high-quality pro-

success emerge early on in students’ lives.

grams improve kindergarten preparedness

Underinvesting in ECE quality also has con-

and later academic achievement in middle

sequences for ECE educators who are vastly

and high school. Among the characteristics

underpaid in comparison to K-12 teachers,

of high-quality programs, as defined by re-

leading to high turnover rates and difficulty

searchers at Rutgers University, are whether

attracting and retaining high quality teachers

early childhood programs have standards,

in the profession.

curriculum supports, and appropriate class
A CALIFORNIA 100 REPORT ON POLICIES AND FUTURE SCENARIOS
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K-12

low-income students. While California student
test scores on national exams have improved

In K-12, lawmakers in California have identified
a clear policy problem: student achievement

over time, it is well known that California has
continually fallen behind other states’ performance. As shown in Figures 2 below and 3 on

on standardized English and math tests is lag-

the following page, the distribution of state

ging in comparison to national averages, and

math and reading achievement scores for

there is an unacceptable achievement gap on

2009 and 2018 reveals that California ranks

standardized exams between white and Asian

near the bottom of all states for fourth grade

students and African American, Hispanic, and

achievement in both subject areas.

Figure 2

California is One of the Lowest Performers in
Reading Achievement Nationwide

SOURCE: Stanford Education
Data Archive (Verksion 4.1).
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NOTE: An achievement score of 4.0 is equal to the national NAEP
average for 4th grade. A one unit increase in the achievement
metric is equivalent to the mean per-grade increase in achievement
between 4th and 8th grade.

Figure 3

California Has Made Slight Improvements in 4th Grade Math
Achievement Since 2009, but Still Ranks Near the Bottom Nationally

SOURCE: Stanford Education
Data Archive (Verksion 4.1).

NOTE: An achievement score of 4.0 is equal to the national NAEP
average for 4th grade. A one unit increase in the achievement
metric is equivalent to the mean per-grade increase in achievement
between 4th and 8th grade.

Moreover, there is also a significant achieve-

grade level behind their national counter-

ment gap by socioeconomic status and race.

parts. The researchers found a similar pattern

In the state’s latest Getting Down to the Facts

when comparing academic performance

report, researchers at Stanford University

within each racial/ethnic group: the White-

found that students located in high-income

Black and White-Hispanic achievement gaps

districts in California are roughly on par with

are about a half grade level larger in California

the national average for reading and math

than the national average. Importantly, the

scores; however, students in low- and moderate-

Stanford group found that gaps in student

income districts in the state fall nearly a full

achievement by SES and race appear before

A CALIFORNIA 100 REPORT ON POLICIES AND FUTURE SCENARIOS
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students even enter kindergarten, suggesting

are considerably higher in California for Afri-

that inequalities in academic achievement

can American and Latino students as well as

evolve before children reach the door to ele-

others who are disadvantaged, such as home-

mentary and middle schools.

less and foster youth.

High school attainment rates, which measure

College readiness has been another area

the f raction of the overall population with

in need of improvement. Over time, more

a high school degree, have also been con-

and more students have completed their

cerning in California. While attainment rates
have increased over time, California ranks
last among all other states in improvements
made to high school attainment from 1960
to 2019. There are also major discrepancies
by race/ethnicity: In 2019, white students had
the highest high school attainment rates
at roughly 95 percent, while attainment for
Latino residents were 25 percentage points
lower. Although not quite at the same rates
as white residents, Black, Asian American, and
residents of other races hovered around 90

A-G coursework, which are requirements
for admission to the UC and CSU systems.
An analysis of A-G courses from the Public
Policy Institute of California (PPIC) found that
in 2015, 43 percent of high school graduates
had completed the requirements, a modest
increase from rates seen in the early 2000s.
However, the report also found that there
are large differences in the demographics of
students who complete the requirements,
with Asian and white students completing
at much higher rates than Black, Latino,
and economically disadvantaged students.

percent attainment. Equally concerning

PPIC has also found that A-G completion

are the state high school dropout rates. In

varies greatly by geographic region—overall,

2020, California had a statewide high school

districts in urban and suburban areas have

dropout rate of 8.9 percent, compared to a

higher A-G course completion rates than

national average of 5.1 percent. Dropout rates

districts in rural areas and small towns.
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HIGHER EDUCATION
Across the state’s higher education segments,
lawmakers have identif ied problems with
college access, retention, and college graduation rates, especially when broken down
by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.
Many California high school students have
aspirations to attain a college degree, but
only about one-third of all 9th graders actually make it to and through college. Moreover,
low-income, Latino, and African American
students are less than half as likely to earn a
college degree as their peers.

capacity. The CSU, in particular, has reached its
enrollment limits, and is rejecting thousands
of qualified freshman applicants each year,
many of whom are disadvantaged students.
UCs have been responding to new enrollment
increases by increasing class sizes, increasing
faculty to student ratios, and neglecting investment in facility maintenance and growth,
decisions that have potential to influence
education quality. The increase in enrollment
pressures has meant that the three segments
—in particular the CCCs and CSUs—are pushing far more students online, where quality
and outcomes are diff icult to monitor and
regulate. Success in online courses is also

Differences in college access by race/ethnicity
and income level can be explained by structural factors, meaning that broader social,
economic, and political forces are at play. For
example, low-income students face greater
barriers to higher education because they
are more likely to have attended high schools
with high concentrations of poverty and
limited financial resources. Moreover, many
low-income schools employ fewer highly
qualified and credentialed teachers, provide

mixed for higher education students, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds.
The funding composition of the higher education segments is another key structural
barrier, which places much of the cost burden
of a higher education on students in the form
of higher tuition, especially at 4-year colleges
and universities. This has led to problems of
college affordability and student debt, especially since the cost of 4-year college tuition
has risen dramatically for California students
over the past four decades. Finally, there are

less access to college preparatory courses that

also significant racial disparities in enrollment

put students on pathways to higher educa-

across the three systems, with Black, Latino,

tion attainment, and offer limited access to

and Native American students constituting a

resources to help students navigate transition

far smaller share of students in the UC system

pathways to higher education, such as access

than in the CCC and CSU systems.

to counselors or academic advisors.
State lawmakers have also identified orgaStructural barriers also exist at the higher

nizational barriers to college retention and

education level. In an attempt to expand

completion, namely, issues of remediation

college access, California’s higher education

and transfers. For decades, the three higher

segments have been enrolling many more

education segments used proprietary tests

students over time but are running out of

to measure students’ preparedness to enroll
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in credit-bearing courses that would count

UCs and CSUs have also been identified as a

toward degrees. It was common for students

policy problem. Historically, about 80 percent

to not pass these tests and instead place into

of students who started at a community col-

‘remedial’ courses, which do not count for col-

lege wished to transfer later to a 4-year insti-

lege credit and instead are intended to teach

tution, but very few actually did; the problem

basic skills and bring students up to speed in

is exacerbated for low-income students and

college-level coursework. Student placement

students of color who are less likely to transfer

in remedial courses was common across all

than their high-income or white and Asian

three segments, but was much more com-

American peers.

mon at CCCs, with eight in ten students
requiring some form of remediation. Across

There is promising news in California’s college

all three segments, remedial placement was

attainment rates: overall, more Californians

frequent for Latino, Black, and low-income

than ever before now have at least a Bache-

students who were placed at higher rates

lor’s degree. College attainment rates in Cali-

than white and Asian American students.

fornia and the rest of the U.S. have increased

Many students who started their college jour-

over time since the 1960s; however, California

ney in remediation dropped out before they

has consistently outranked the rest of the U.S.

ever had a chance to enroll in credit-bearing

by several percentage points. In fact, when

courses that would lead to degrees and trans-

ranked against other states, California falls

fer pathways. Transfers from the CCCs to the

in roughly the top third of states that have
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improved college attainment rates the most

rates of Asian/Pacif ic Islander and white

over the last several decades. However, Cali-

adults rising faster than the rates for Latino,

fornia has a long way to go to boost college

Black, or those who identify as “other.” As

attainment rates for all racial and ethnic

of 2019, college completion rates for Latino

groups. Since 1960, college attainment rates

adults lagged signif icantly behind other

by race/ethnicity in California have become

groups, with 13 percent of Latino adults in

more unequal, with the college attainment

2019 having attained college degrees.

COMPETING DIRECTIONS FOR
EDUCATION POLICY
choice’ policies, especially in K-12 education,
that open public schools to marketplace con-

California continues to promote
ambitious academic performance
goals for students despite the
demonstrated concerns about
California’s performance
compared to other states.

ditions so that consumers, such as students
and parents, can choose between a variety of
schools operated by third-party vendors rather than traditional public school teachers and
employees. Over the last few decades, California lawmakers have engaged in a variety
of ‘public-private partnerships’ that enable a
broader set of school choice options funded

There has been a strident call from statewide
actors to improve the quality of education
across the education pipeline, as well as a

by public dollars. In K-12, this has meant the
expansion of charter schools, which operate
privately but are publicly funded schools.

movement to improve educational opportu-

In early childhood education, California has

nities for students from diverse backgrounds.

experienced growth of a variety of private

Two competing policy ‘logics’ use different

providers that parents can choose from for

policy instruments to address school improve-

childcare, special education, and preschool

ment in California: a market-based approach

services, often subsidized with public dollars.

and a continuous improvement approach.

In higher education, the state has seen
the rise of a variety of private nonprofit and

‘Market Logic’ has evolved in education

for-profit postsecondary entities that com-

policy over the last several decades and lever-

pete with the three public education seg-

ages a variety of policy instruments. Most

ments but are still eligible for public dollars

notably, market logic has fostered ‘school

via student financial aid programs.
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Other popular market logic policy instruments–

In higher education, California has promoted

including accountability, teacher evaluations,

accountability in the form of ‘performance-

and school ‘turnaround’ strategies–have been

based budgeting’ in the CCC system, which

popularized by the federal government in

ties state dollars to measurable outcomes and

recent years. Accountability policy in partic-

goals. The California Community Colleges ad-

ular has spread nationwide since the federal

opted performance-based budgeting in 2017,

government required all schools to comply

which attempts to incentivize CCCs to align

with accountability policies under No Child

with state goals to produce more college

Left Behind and the Every Student Succeeds

graduates, close equity gaps, and reduce time

Act in order to receive federal funding. Over

to degree completion and transfers.

the last decade, the federal government has
incentivized school districts to engage with

Beyond these examples, California lawmakers

teacher evaluation systems or school turn-

have often been hesitant to push market-

around strategies by offering federal grants,

based reforms forward, instead relying on

such as the Race to the Top grant, Investing

‘continuous improvement’ policy options.

in Innovation (i3) grants, and the Teacher

Continuous improvement logic is guided

Incentive Fund. A few of California’s school

by the idea that solving a given problem in

districts have applied for and received such

education requires schools to continuously

grants. However, teachers’ unions and other

innovate and evaluate improvement efforts in

education equity champions frequently op-

order to improve desired outcomes. Through

pose some market-based approaches, which

public policy decisions, state departments and

may impede their successful implementation

governance organizations can help illuminate

throughout the state.

problems in education organizations but allow
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local actors the opportunity to reflect on their

state lawmakers have financially invested in

educational environments and collaborate on

continuous improvement strategies, such

problem-solving. Once problems have been

as extending transitional kindergarten to all

identified in schools and districts, state law-

4-year-olds in the state through a $2.7 billion

makers can provide important financial sup-

investment, and increasing the concentra-

port by investing in high-quality professional

tion grants–or dedicated funding for districts

development and technical assistance.

with high rates of students who are English
learners, foster youth, or eligible for free and

California legislators have used three key

reduced-price lunch–part of the Local Control

strategies in recent years to implement the

Funding Formula, which we discuss below in

continuous improvement logic in the state’s

the section on equitable funding. In higher

ECE and K-12 system as a route to improving

education, California lawmakers have imple-

student achievement for all students. First,

mented continuous improvement strategies

state lawmakers have acknowledged the im-

to address college access by improving the

portance of teachers and teacher quality, and

process of transitioning from K-12 to higher

the legislature has made signif icant invest-

education, strengthening financial aid to im-

ments to improve the human capital pipeline

prove retention and completion, and improv-

of teacher recruitment, training, professional

ing community college transfer pathways,

development, and retention in both ECE and

thus reducing barriers to four-year degree

K-12. Next, as California’s economy has per-

completion.

formed well and produced strong tax returns,

EVALUATING CALIFORNIA’S
EDUCATION FINANCE SYSTEM

We developed a conceptual f ramework to

dents—such as low-income students, English

evaluate California’s education finance system

Language Learners, disabled students, or oth-

along the dimensions of adequacy, equity, and

ers with special learning needs—require more

stability. In its simplest def inition, adequacy

funding than the average student to achieve

addresses how much funding students need to

desired educational outcomes. Stable fund-

achieve at least a minimum outcome standard,

ing refers to the reliability and predictability

such as performance on a standardized test.

of funding over time, which has been relevant

Equitable funding is the concept that some stu-

during recent economic recessions.
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CALIFORNIA FALLS FAR SHORT OF
ADEQUATELY FUNDING EDUCATION
TO MEET STATEWIDE GOALS
California has led to many programs under-

Across early care and education,
K-12, and higher education, we
found that the state falls far
short of adequately funding the
educational system to meet
statewide goals.

paying ECE educators and underinvesting in
their professional development. There are also
concerns that expansion of ECE programs is
difficult due to the high cost of constructing
new facilities or renting new space in areas of
the state where costs of living are skyrocketing. Moreover, underinvestment in ECE has
led to concerns that many programs are of
low quality.

In order to meet a modern-day adequacy
funding definition, funding must be sufficient
for all students, regardless of socioeconomic
background, to achieve clearly defined outcomes and goals. However, California lawmakers have yet to establish adequacy formulas
in any of the three education systems.

ECE

K-12
To determine K-12 funding each year, appropriations for K-12 are largely based on Proposition 98, an initiative passed by voters in 1988
that was designed to guarantee a minimum
level of funding for K-12 schools and community colleges. Legislators often use Proposition 98 as a rough estimate for adequacy, but
rarely increase funding beyond the minimum

For ECE, the state does not calculate the in-

guarantee established by the law. Although

puts that are necessary for children to access

California’s K-12 budget is enormous and

high-quality programs so that students en-

growing, the state traditionally lags the nation

ter the K-12 system ready to meet California’s

in per pupil funding. Figure 4 below shows

learning standards and educational goals.

that per-pupil spending in California’s K-12

Instead, to determine funding each year,

system is among the lowest in the U.S. after

appropriations for pre-K are largely discre-

adjusting for regional cost of living. Without

tionary and the result of a political process.

an adequacy definition linked to a K-12 fund-

California’s lack of an adequacy definition or

ing formula, there are several consequences

formula to guide state fiscal appropriations to

for K-12 budgets that are unaddressed by

ECE programs has led to several consequenc-

state appropriation decisions. Even at a time

es for ECE budgets. There is growing concern

of record school financing, California school

that underinvestment in ECE programs in

districts are facing rising cost pressures from
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pension, health care costs, increasing enroll-

troublesome organizational conditions, such

ment in special education, demand for new

as larger class sizes and student-to-teacher

school facilities and repairs, overall declining

ratios than national averages, and fewer

student enrollment, and competition from

student services such as access to guidance

charter schools. California schools also face

counselors or librarians.

Figure 4

Per Pupil Spending for K-12 in California vs. U.S.

SOURCE: Census Bureau NCES.

NOTE: COLA Adjustment implemented using the
Comparable Wage Index for Teachers (CWIFT).

lishing a calculated formula to determine the

POSTSECONDARY
EDUCATION

costs of inputs necessary to address student
and institutional needs alongside statewide
goals, spending decisions for higher education

Higher education in California has experi-

come down to political decision-making by

enced broad state disinvestment over the last

state lawmakers. The CCC system is an excep-

two decades (see Figure 5). Instead of estab-

tion since it is guaranteed a certain proportion
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of state revenues each year under Proposition

guarantee that students or colleges and uni-

98 (like the K-12 system) and has seen a gradual

versities will receive adequate funding in any

increase in state appropriations over time. No

given year, leading to adverse consequences

such budgetary protections exist for the UC

for higher education institutions and students.

and CSU systems, which is a primary reason

Namely, students have seen an increase in net

why funding has declined for those segments

tuition, both UCs and CSUs have enrollment

in response to pressures on other parts of the

capacity issues, and there are growing cost

state’s general fund budget, such as health

pressures that are overlooked in state appro-

care and criminal justice costs. Since California

priation decision-making such as deferred

does not use an adequacy formula or def i-

maintenance costs for campus infrastructure

nition to fund higher education, there is no

and rising pension costs.

Figure 5

California’s General Fund Appropriations to Higher Education over
Time (1987-2020)

SOURCE: Expenditure data from the Legislative Analyst’s
Office, FTE data prior to 2019 from IPEDS, via Education
Data Portal 0.12.0, Urban Institute, under ODC Attribution
License, and post-2018 FTE data from IPEDS.
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SAMPLE: All UC’s, CSU’s, and CCC’s with
available data. UCSF and UC hastings
are excluded from the UC sample.

DESPITE EFFORTS TO MAKE FUNDING
EQUITABLE FOR STUDENTS IN CALIFORNIA,
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES ARE NECESSARY
Equitable funding is the concept that some

for subsidized care may put ECE out of reach.

students—such as low-income students, En-

There are also concerns that children with dis-

glish Language Learners, disabled students,

abilities who are eligible for state subsidized

or others with special learning needs—require

programs are not actually being identif ied

more funding than the average student to

by the state screening process, and that dual

achieve desired educational outcomes. We

language learners enrolled in ECE programs

found that the state makes an effort to eq-

may not have access to teachers or instruction

uitably fund education at all levels. However,

offered in their native language.

because California has not provided adequate
funding for each level, existing estimates reveal

Many experts in the field acknowledge that

that these equity efforts still fall short of the

California still has a long way to go to pro-

resources required to enable all students to

vide both adequate and equitable funding

have equal educational opportunities and

for the state’s ECE programs. On the high

reach statewide educational goals.

end, researchers from the Economic Policy
Institute, in collaboration with researchers
from Berkeley’s Center for the Study of Child

EQUITABLE
FUNDING IN ECE

Care Employment, estimate that it would
require an investment in the range of about
$30,000-$37,000 per child to provide ade-

Student equity is commonly addressed in
California’s early childhood programs with

quate ECE funding for every eligible child
in California; currently, the state invests

eligibility requirements, with most programs

anywhere between $5,000 and $25,000 per

prioritizing low-income families for eligibility.

child depending on the program. In a more

For example, the California State Preschool

modest estimate, researchers from the Na-

Program is free for children of families with

tional Institute for Early Education Research

limited incomes, and other state-funded

estimated that there is about a $7,000 gap

Alternative Payment Programs serve children

in per pupil spending between what Califor-

from low-income families with working par-

nia currently spends on preschool alone and

ents. A major equity issue with the funding of

what the state should spend (California cur-

ECE programs is that many more children are

rently spends an average of $8,037 per child

eligible for state-subsidized programs than

enrolled in preschool either part-day or full-

the actual number of seats funded, posing an

day, and the researchers estimate it would

important access problem. Moreover, the high

cost about $15,130 per child to fund full-day,

cost of ECE programs for families not eligible

high-quality preschool programs).
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EQUITABLE
FUNDING IN K-12
In 2013, California overhauled the K-12 school
finance system by creating the Local Control
Funding Formula (LCFF). The new formula is
a much simpler, streamlined funding mechanism with an important equity component
that acknowledges that districts serving students from disadvantaged backgrounds have
different f inancial needs. LCFF established
base funding based on attendance and grade
levels, and provided extra funding through
supplemental and concentration grants for
districts serving low-income students, English
Language Learners, and homeless and foster care youth. Importantly, LCFF simplified
the school finance system while also returning control over school spending decisions
to local actors, giving district leaders more
autonomy to manage budgets. In return for
local flexibility, state lawmakers included an
accountability component to create transparency in how dollars would be spent across
districts. This accountability component
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comes in the form of a Local Control and
Accountability Plan (LCAP), which encourages
parents and community members to advocate
for the students in their school community
while holding administrators accountable to
the plan’s commitments.
While LCFF was very successful at getting additional money to districts serving low-income
students, LCFF was never intended to be an
adequacy formula. Rather, it was intended to
serve an equity function to provide additional
funding for disadvantaged students with special learning needs. However, some researchers have estimated that even the current level
of funding tied to LCFF concentration and
supplemental grants is not enough for some
low-income students to achieve average
test scores on national exams. In the latest
data available (2018-19 estimates), national
school finance experts at the Albert Shanker
Institute at Rutgers University estimate that
California must spend an additional $5,081 per
pupil in the highest poverty districts in order
for students to achieve average test scores on
national exams. Moreover, they find that 70

percent of students in California attend

tuition for low-income students, including Cal

districts with spending below estimated

Grants, student fee waivers like the California

adequacy levels. While the state budget is

College Promise Grant, and a range of other

currently flush, California still has work to do

programs that target low- and moderate-in-

to establish a clearly defined adequacy formula

come students. A 2019 study found that state

that recognizes student equity to help all stu-

aid in California outpaces federal Pell grant

dents meet the state goals of proficiency on

aid; the state spends more than $4,000 per

state and national exams and meet standards

low-income student on financial aid, making

of college and career readiness.

California one of the country’s most generous
states for student aid programs. As California’s
economy has grown, the state has expanded

EQUITABLE FUNDING
IN HIGHER EDUCATION
The issue of student equity has been a persistent and growing tension in debates about
higher education finance in California, as the
cost of college tuition at the UCs and CSUs
has grown to make up for lost state support,
posing barriers to college access, retention,
and completion for many students, especially
for Black and Latino students as well as those
f rom low-income backgrounds. In light of
rising student tuition in California and nationally, f inancial aid programs have been
the primary policy lever to increase access to
higher education and improve retention and
graduation rates.

existing aid programs and even created new
aid programs to support students in their
higher education journey, including those for
undocumented students who have attended
K-12 education in California. However, challenges for the state’s financial aid program
remain. Researchers have found that current
f inancial aid packages do not address the
true cost of attending college since they do
not account for the rising costs of living in
California. Moreover, adequate financial aid
is lacking for part-time students and other
nontraditional adult learners.
While no adequacy estimate currently exists
to cost out the price of meeting the state’s
goals of access, persistence, and degree completion, some advocates argue that funding

Financial aid programs are widely available
from both the federal government and from
California state-funded programs, as well
as from local institutional aid. At the federal

would be adequate if the state simply did
away with student tuition and fees for all students across the three segments. Researchers
from the Public Policy Institute for California

level, the Pell Grant program is the largest

estimate that it would cost the state about $4

program aimed at reducing disparities in

billion a year to eliminate tuition altogether

access and success across socioeconomic

for all three segments. Another estimate from

groups. In California, the state has robust

Reclaim California Higher Education estimat-

financial aid programs to offset the cost of

ed that it would cost the state $15.25 billion
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in 2017-18 to fully fund projected enrollment

higher quality education experiences to pre-

and eliminate tuition in all three segments.

pare students for 21st century labor market

However, providing no tuition or very low

demands. While providing f ree tuition may

tuition to all students equally provides breaks

not be the silver bullet some students, law-

for wealthy students and families creating a

makers, and advocates are hoping for, there

‘regressive’ system that fails to address stu-

are indications that financial aid programs are

dent need. Moreover, providing free tuition

a helpful step toward providing equitable and

does not guarantee that students will reach

adequate funding to move students through

the state’s goals of degree attainment, nor will

the higher education pipeline to achieve

free tuition ensure that campuses will create

broader statewide goals.

THE INSTABILITY OF STATE FINANCES HAS
SEVERELY IMPACTED THE RESILIENCE AND
EFFICACY OF OUR EDUCATION SYSTEMS
policymakers to smooth spending cuts

While there has been much focus
on the role of adequacy and
equity in the education finance
literature, the stability of state
funding—a particularly salient
aspect of education finance in
California—is often overlooked.

during recessions.
California’s unique combination of particularly
volatile tax revenue, together with relatively
high fixed costs in its budget, means that the
state’s finances, and consequently its funding
of education, are susceptible to boom and
bust budgetary cycles. This means that during
economic downturns, when revenue dips
and spending cuts may be more necessary,
California lawmakers have fewer options for

Two key factors have made state revenue in

cutting spending. Preschool through higher

California particularly unstable and have led to

education spending can be particularly

greater instability in education funding overall:

vulnerable to cuts because portions of education spending are discretionary (in particular

1.

A state revenue base that is highly volatile

higher education and some ECE programs)

and results in large fluctuations during

or can be discretionary if lawmakers invoke

economic upswings and downturns, and

their constitutional authority to cut spending

2. A state budget with a large number of
“f ixed costs,” which limits the ability of
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(specifically Proposition 98-funded portions
of ECE, K-12, and community colleges).

DESPITE THE PROVEN BENEFITS OF TECHNOLOGY
IN EDUCATION, CALIFORNIA HAS NOT DEVELOPED
A 21ST CENTURY ECOSYSTEM FOR TECHNOLOGY
IN THE CLASSROOM
As the technological leader in the United States, California must find an effective innovation
and integration of technology to serve all of California’s learners in its classrooms.

BEFORE THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, CALIFORNIA
STRUGGLED WITH SUCCESSFUL IMPLEMENTATION
OF ONLINE LEARNING MODALITIES
The emergency switch to remote instruction

sized curriculum was taught during remote

during the pandemic pushed California’s K-12

instruction, with a focus on only the “core” ele-

and higher education teachers and students

ments of each lesson. However, the experience

to the limit. A variety of technological ap-

brought teachers and learners up to a baseline

proaches were urgently adopted during the

acceptance of education technology. How this

pandemic, with signs of some of these ap-

normalization of tech affects the future of in-

proaches continuing past remote instruction.

struction is only beginning to be observed and

The leadership of school principals and peer

captured for future implementation.

communication were critical in how teachers responded, adapted, and coped with the

While the pandemic was the first time all of

shock of an immediate switch online. A down-

California learners went online, it was not the
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state’s first foray into completely virtual learn-

students come from a variety of high schools

ing. California is home to 45 fully virtual K-12

with slightly different curricula. ALEKS has

schools and was among the f irst to explore

been a popular adaptive math tutoring sys-

blended learning, or flipped classroom modes

tem used in the UC system to bridge between

where lectures are viewed at home online and

deficiencies in admitted students’ high school

problems or projects are conducted in-class

knowledge to make them college ready. With

with the teacher. While the flipped classroom

the effects of the pandemic compounding

was popularized by California ed-tech nonprof-

the variance in high school student college

it Khan Academy, studies of the difference in

preparedness, increased usage of adaptive

efficacy of this approach as compared to con-

tutoring systems is expected.

ventional instruction have been inconclusive.
In higher education, the UC system has
pressed for more innovation in online learning, launching an 80-course online initiative
where students anywhere in the UC system

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE:
ISSUES OF EQUITY
AND INCLUSION

could cross-register for these courses via a
UC online course portal hosted by the UC

To use education technologies in schools,

Off ice of the President. Moreover, online

students must have access to computer de-

learning programs at California’s community

vices and the internet, both at home and at

colleges continue to expand and are subject

school. Yet, we have long known that some

to regular evaluations of their effectiveness,

subgroups of learners have greater resources

although the percentage of students enrolled

than others and inequalities exist between

in pre-pandemic online courses in California

the quantity and quality of technology that

was slightly below the national average. While

students use in their learning. The era of re-

the legislature has experimented with dis-

mote instruction helped lower these barriers,

tance learning programs and founded its first

especially bringing public dollars and a novel

fully virtual community college in 2019, online

variety of hardware and software to teach-

programs are not as widespread in California

ers. However, disparities have not necessarily

as other states, such as Arizona where over

receded. While the term ‘digital divide’ has

40 percent of Arizona State University stu-

been used since the 1990s to illustrate the

dents are online. This may be in part because

gaps in access to computers and the internet,

achievement gaps have been observed to

it has since been expanded to also refer to the

widen online across racial and ethnic lines.

way students use technology – in school or at
home (i.e., “the homework gap”) – along with

Adaptive tutoring software is a way for edu-

outcomes on student learning.

cators to differentiate instruction for students
coming from different backgrounds. This is

Students without access to broadband inter-

commonplace in higher education where

net or computer devices face barriers to online

34

THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION

learning, and when access falls along income,

23 percent, respectively, compared to white

racial, or geographical lines, it may exacer-

(10%) and Asian (5%) households. Overall, one

bate existing inequalities. In California, when

in seven homes in the U.S. below the median

schools first closed down during the pandem-

income ($75,000) still rely only on a mobile

ic, only 67 percent of students said that they

device or dial-up internet, or have no access.

“always” had access to computer devices at

This proportion of households with limited

home. It is important to note that data es-

access goes up to one-fourth for families

timates on the gaps vary, perhaps because

below the poverty line, and nearly one-third

districts are not required to report data on

in homes where parents have less than a

connectivity. At least one other estimate finds

high school education.

that the percentage of students connected
To equitably implement distance learning,

may be closer to 80 percent in California.

students must have a level of competency
Large disparities exist between income lev-

in digital skills. Those who are raised with

els. More than one-third (35%) of households

technologies in their homes, benefiting from

with an annual income of less than $30,000

parents and caretakers well versed in using

lack high-speed internet compared to only 6

electronic tools, will more easily adapt to

percent of households with an annual income

online teaching and learning in the various

of $75,000 or more. Differences in access exist

forms we have described. Whereas students

between racial groups as well, with Black

less familiar with digital technology will re-

and Hispanic households having lower rates

quire basic training on how to use computers

of access to high-speed internet at 25 and

and the internet before they can fully engage.
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THE ORIGINS OF CALIFORNIA’S
EDUCATION SYSTEM

DESPITE THE EMPHASIS ON LOCAL CONTROL
IN CALIFORNIA, THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT
HAS HISTORICALLY SET EDUCATION POLICY
AND REGULATIONS
Education policy across the U.S. has a long

was to remain economically competitive in

history of federal influence. Throughout the

a globalized economy. This narrative shifted

mid-20th century, Brown v. Board of Educa-

lawmakers’ focus on the inputs of education,

tion, the Civil Rights movement, and Lyndon

such as school resources, to the outputs of

Johnson’s War on Poverty focused on a cen-

education, such as student test scores. Such

tral problem with the U.S. education system:

reframing was successful at giving birth to

educational inequality was the result of struc-

the ‘market logic’ paradigm in education, pro-

tural constraints that produced racial segre-

viding the foundations for policy instruments

gation and poverty. To address the problem,

such as accountability, teacher evaluations,

the federal government focused on address-

school turnaround strategies, school choice

ing such inequalities with equity-oriented

programs, and standards-based reform.

desegregation orders and redistributive funding programs such as Title I of the Elementary

California educators and lawmakers have

and Secondary Education Act of 1965.

often taken issue with the market logic paradigm for its lack of capacity building and

Congress’ efforts to continue forward with

technical assistance, especially for low-in-

redistributive programs in education was in-

come schools that need more financial re-

terrupted in 1980, when the United States Na-

sources in order to improve achievement for

tional Commission on Excellence in Education

disadvantaged students, and for its strong

released its landmark report, A Nation at Risk,

top-down and disciplinary federal control.

and catalyzed a national debate on school

California’s leaders in state government have

reform. The report framed a new problem in

instead pushed forward an alternative edu-

education: Schools were not adequately pre-

cation reform agenda, rooted in ‘continuous

paring students for the challenges of the 21st

improvement’ logic that lays the groundwork

century and were inefficient, underperforming,

for a more decentralized, professional model

and in need of reform, especially if the U.S.

of school improvement.
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IN CALIFORNIA, PAST LEGAL RULINGS
RESTRICT EDUCATION FINANCE
Throughout much of the mid-20th century,

ernment spending and property tax increas-

revenue for California’s school districts pre-

es, the new voter-approved constitutional

dominantly came from local property taxes

amendment put further pressure on the state

and voter-approved special taxes, alongside

to fund K-12 education from the General Fund

modest apportionments f rom the state.

raised mostly from sales, personal income,

Over time, wide disparities grew throughout

and corporate taxes.

the state. Since wealthy districts had higher
assessed property values than low-wealth

Another landmark change for school finance

districts and were more likely to raise addi-

came in 1988 with the passage of Proposition

tional funds by voting to increase tax rates or

98. After the shift to a centralized state model

by passing other special revenue generating

of school finance with Serrano, schools were

measures, school districts in wealthy districts

underfunded as the state experienced the

had adequate funding for education while

economic turmoil of the 1980s. Voters intend-

low-income districts struggled.

ed to increase funding and reduce political
battles over school financing by constitution-

In 1971 the state Supreme Court ruled that

ally protecting a required share of funding

such disparities in local revenue generation

for K-12 and community colleges. Proposition

violated the equal protection clause of the

98 set a ‘minimum guarantee’ that the state

Fourteenth Amendment in the landmark

must allocate at least 40 percent of the Gen-

Serrano v. Priest court case. The decision

eral Fund to the K-14 education budget each

fundamentally transformed the design of

year, locking funding for community colleges

K-12 financing from a decentralized system in

together with K-12 funding.

which local communities raised the majority
of revenue for schools via property taxes to a

Together, such decisions have resulted in

state centralized system. Shortly after the Ser-

a major transformation of revenue for K-12

rano decision, the Legislature passed Senate

school districts; prior to the 1970s per pupil

Bill 90 in 1972, which increased state aid and

spending was above the national average,

created a ‘revenue limit’ system that equal-

and now it lags toward the bottom of state

ized per pupil revenues across districts.

rankings after accounting for cost of living.
Specifically, up until the 1970s school districts

In 1978 voters passed Proposition 13 to limit

were 60 percent financed by local revenue

property tax rates across the state, and to give

with only 34 percent from the state and 6

the Legislature authority to allocate property

percent from the federal government. Today,

tax revenue between local jurisdictions. While

however, local revenue accounts for only 32

the purpose of Proposition 13 was to limit gov-

percent with the state providing the majority
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of funding with 58 percent. The federal gov-

reforms have trapped the majority of educa-

ernment contributes roughly 10 percent. For

tion funding in a gridlock of the state’s Gen-

community colleges, the story is much the

eral Fund with few, if any, options to raise new

same: Proposition 13 and Proposition 98 led to

revenue for education when the economy

massive underinvestment in community col-

is strong, or to address budgetary shortfalls

lege districts, and put funding for the higher

when the entire state revenue system fluctu-

education segment in direct competition with

ates during recessions.

the K-12 system. The bottom line is that such

ALTHOUGH CALIFORNIA HAS LED EDUCATIONAL
INNOVATIONS THAT SPREAD THROUGHOUT THE
NATION, INEQUITIES IN TECHNOLOGICAL ACCESS
AND CONNECTIVITY PERSIST
had modified or eliminated that rule thus allowing for the expansion of online education

California became a Petri dish for
computers in the classroom with
the passage of a bill signed by
Governor Jerry Brown in 1982
which allowed for a 25 percent tax
credit for computer equipment
donated to schools by
corporations.

modalities.
Intelligent tutoring systems have been a
successful form of computer technology that
adapt instruction and feedback to each individual student based on their responses to
questions. This type of personalized approach
has inspired school districts, such as in San
Diego, to begin to adopt a mastery learning
system allowing students to progress through
material at their own pace. Rather than grading students on non-academic measures

This led Apple to donate computers to around

such as attendance or behavior, students

9,000 schools across the state, allowing ap-

are evaluated based on their demonstrated

proximately every K-12 school with more than

mastery over subjects. This practice prevents

100 students to receive an Apple machine.

factors outside of a student’s control—such as

While a 1992 federal bill limited federal fund-

home circumstances—from impacting their

ing to institutions that offered more than half

academic records as much as they have un-

of their courses online, by 2015, most states

der previous grading schemes.
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TRENDS UNDERLYING CALIFORNIA’S
FUTURE EDUCATION SCENARIOS

THE FUTURE OF STATE EDUCATION POLICY IS
HEAVILY DEPENDENT ON THE DIRECTION OF
THE POLITICAL WINDS IN SACRAMENTO
One of the primary drivers in our scenarios is

However, support for education as a private

the direction of politics and political move-

good instead of a public good could change

ments in California’s future. In California’s

rapidly if new political leaders f riendly to

current political environment, there is strong

market-based education reforms were to take

support from state leaders to treat education

key leadership positions in state government.

as a public good on the K-12 and Community

If there is a political movement to usher in a

College level. However, there is less support

new private model of education service de-

for directly subsidizing the CSUs and UCs and

livery, it will likely be driven by public prefer-

an increasing “privatization” of these institu-

ences for education choice; it is possible that

tions through a reliance on increased tuition.

this political movement would be powered by
an economic crisis or state funding shortage

State lawmakers also play an active role in

that would make it difficult for the traditional

governing the public education system.

public education model to persist.
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WITHOUT STRATEGIC REFORMS TO STATE
FINANCING, CALIFORNIA RISKS CONTINUING
TO UNDERFUND EDUCATION
the future. An economic downturn, building

There is a pressing need for increased
funding to expand state-subsidized
early childhood seats to all eligible
children and to make child care and
early education more affordable for
middle-class families.

cost pressures, or accelerating trends in declining student enrollment could easily rock
the state financing of the education system.
On a bright note, there is growing public
interest in increasing investment in the education system to strengthen the state’s public
education pipeline. During the 2020 election,
voters nearly passed Proposition 15, a ballot
initiative that would have made changes to

There is also a need to adequately fund stu-

Proposition 13 through the creation of a split

dents enrolled in K-12 schools, and to create

roll property tax allowing commercial prop-

a viable f inancial model for the university

erty to be assessed at current market value

system, and stability in the state f inancial

annually. Successful passage of this initiative

support for all segments. While the state has

would have increased overall funding for K-14

recently injected billions of new dollars into

education by billions of dollars annually. In

the education system, many of the invest-

light of the slim 2020 electoral defeat, grass-

ments were one-time funded, not ongoing,

roots organizers have not given up on

creating cause for concern as to whether

property tax reform and are maintaining

there will be political support and the right

momentum to keep the core ideas of Proposi-

economic conditions to fund these efforts in

tion 15 moving forward.

CALIFORNIA SHOULD LEVERAGE ITS STRONG
TECHNOLOGY SECTOR TO CLOSE EQUITY GAPS
IN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEMS, NOT WIDEN THEM
The unequal distribution of “learning loss”

electronic devices at home, as various family

suffered by millions of students during the

members require time online. In July 2021,

pandemic stems in part from differing levels

Governor Gavin Newsom and legislative lead-

of broadband access, or on the availability of

ers announced an agreement on a broadband
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bill, AB/SB 156, that will invest $6 billion to ex-

the tide against education as a public good,

pand broadband and increase connectivity for

leading to a loss of faith in public education

families and businesses in California. Included

as the labor market landscape changes dra-

in the legislation are plans to hire a third-party

matically. The California Master Plan, a multi-

to build high-capacity fiber lines and to cre-

tiered and traversable public system of higher

ate within the Department of Technology an

education has been heralded as the nation’s

Office of Broadband and Digital Literacy to

“upward mobility machine” by the New York

oversee development and construction.

Times. But low graduation rates at community colleges and continued credit acceptance

The digital divide has persisted with respect

barriers faced by transfer students means that

to technology. Even as the gap between con-

California will need to once again embrace a

nectivity and personal computer ownership

spirit of innovation in order to reestablish its

among different economic stratums closes,

leadership in social and economic mobility

new gaps emerge such as digital fluency and

through education. Would an embrace of AI

family investment in informal educational

for articulation and guidance dramatically

apps and tutoring.

increase transfer pathways? Would advanced
computer tutors upskill adult learners? It is

A window of opportunity to use technology

time to embrace innovation, but with a design

for equity and inclusion may be opening, but

for equity that has everyone arriving at the

failure to act swiftly could dramatically turn

finish line.
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SCENARIOS FROM THE FUTURE

EDUCATION
Foresight practitioners use scenarios to help make future possibilities more vivid and tangible,
immersing the reader in the particular details of a future world so that they can mentally situate themselves in what it would feel like to live there. Without scenarios, the signals, trends, and other research that
underlie strategic foresight work can feel distant and abstract. Scenarios can be used to center a group
conversation in a positive and concrete picture of a future state so that stakeholders can pursue a shared
vision for how to respond to that possibility, or mobilize action to avoid an undesirable outcome.
While it is impossible to predict the future, several models for education are currently taking shape across
California’s education system that could become mainstream in the years and decades to come. Below
are four scenarios that outline the possibilities of where California’s education system may be headed.
We consider what different scenarios could look like if education were a public or private good, and
whether the rules of the education system were made by centralized actors such as state lawmakers or
decentralized actors such as corporate leaders in the private sector or individual students and families.
Note that each scenario’s likelihood depends on the future direction of three salient drivers: the political
winds, state finance, and changes in technology. Using this framework, we provide readers with a brief
sketch of what the future could look like if each scenario took on its fullest form, with accompanying
policy recommendations to consider if the scenario is to become a reality.

Education is for the PUBLIC GOOD

2

UNBUNDLED
MODEL

UPDATED
TRADITIONAL
MODEL

Transfer on steroids

Defenders of student
equity and democracy

3

4

DISSOLVE THE
SYSTEM

PUBLIC-PRIVATE
PARTNERSHIPS

Let students be
self-guided learners

Markets are more efficient
than public bureaucracies

CENTRALIZED Education Models

DECENTRALIZED Education Models

1

Education is for PRIVATE GOOD
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SCENARIOS

UNBUNDLED MODEL
Transfer on steroids
PUBLIC
GOOD

Authors: Zachary A. Pardos and Daniel Knox

CENTRALIZED

DECENTRALIZED

Public education institutions embrace technology and radically expand student credit mobility
through AI-assisted assessments of catalog descriptions, syllabi, and student experiences. This
makes it possible to identify similar courses across many institutions and monitor their success.
Automation continues to have an impact on the labor market. Still, massive cross-registration,
PRIVATE
GOOD
often involving online classes, allows institutions to be more efficient and nimbler and address
working learners’ needs by accepting credit from any source and counting it towards a credential. Degree
delivery is unbundled and decentralized as curricula components are delivered collaboratively across
institutions with hybrid human/virtual advising systems providing course-taking advice across a large
universal catalog. Degrees retain their worth in the face of automation, instilling values and competencies
complementary to machines.

1

Algorithmic articulation and hybrid human/virtual advising extend to secondary schools, providing
suggestions for college co-enrollment that set students up for postsecondary success. Through the state’s
central data repository, alignment of secondary school curricula with postsecondary can be evaluated
using AI utilizing natural language processing techniques and student success analytics. Early childhood
education and grade school are less transformed by decentralized methods as there is value in local schools
that take place in person. Still, AI technology can be used by teachers and parents to develop adaptively
to student needs and to ensure more equity in the delivery of education. Potential problems include overstandardization, complex funding arrangements, loss of institutional identities in this “cafeteria model,”
issues of privacy concerning student information, and uncertain quality as degrees are constructed from
multiple institutions.

HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS
Research universities have innovated in
the education technology space.
Increased calls for education to adopt
technology to allow greater credit mobility.

Legislation requiring greater articulation
of general education requirements at the
community college level.
Public policy and law protecting traditional
public education environments.

FUTURE DRIVERS
Politics: Equity-focused
policies aimed at reducing
institutional barriers to
student success.

Funding: Stresses on
institutional budgets and
declining enrollments increase
the need for cost-sharing
and more efficient uses
of resources.

Technology: Advancements
in AI allow for the academic
equivalence of courses to be
estimated from centralized
K-16 institutional data.

SIGNAL
CA passes law requiring common numbering of comparable college courses
WHAT: In late 2021, CA passed a law requiring
SO WHAT: These laws center greater
comparable courses across the California
transferability as critical to upward mobility
Community Colleges system to share a
across the state. Establishing which courses
common course number (AB 1111) and for
are comparable across institutions will require
comparable general education courses to
a socio-technical approach to course grouping
share a common course number with the
and comparison on a statewide scale.
California State University system (AB 928).
gov.ca.gov
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SCENARIOS

UPDATED TRADITIONAL MODEL
Defenders of student equity and democracy
2
PRIVATE
GOOD

CENTRALIZED

DECENTRALIZED

PUBLIC
GOOD

Author: Erin Heys

After establishing clear 21st century goals across the ECE and K-16 system, state lawmakers
continue to invest in continuous improvement strategies targeting the entire public education
system. Education remains a state responsibility and a public good and defends the democratic
purposes of education while advancing student equity.

Amidst multi-year budget surpluses, legislators invest billions of dollars in improving the
education system and playing a facilitator role in school improvement rather than a disciplinary, top-down
role. California funds students adequately and equitably across the education system and redesigns the
school finance system to withstand economic downturns. Potential problems include slow progress in
increasing quality and equity, failure to use technology, and a lack of adequate articulation across ECE,
K-12, and higher education and across units at the same level.

HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS
State actors have set ambitious, statewide goals,
including massive financial investment,
for the ECE and K-16 system.

State lawmakers use continuous improvement
logic to improve public education conditions.

FUTURE DRIVERS
Politics: Ongoing political
support for “continuous
improvement” model of
governance.

Funding: Willingness to reform the
state revenue system to ensure
long-term adequacy, equity, and
stability of school finance.

Technology: Advances in
technology are integrated
into the public model as
learning tools.

SIGNALS
Momentum to grow the
education funding pie
WHAT: Grassroots organizations
have successfully placed school
funding initiatives on the ballot
for voters to make long-term
funding decisions for K-12
schools and higher education.

New funding will
improve student performance
and achieve statewide goals.
SO WHAT:

edsource.org

Rethinking state funding of
Early Care and Education
California has seen an
increase in funding to expand
Transitional Kindergarten, with
plans to fully implement the
program for all the state’s fouryear-olds by 2025-26.
WHAT:

SO WHAT:

A fully implemented

universal Transitional
Kindergarten program would
create greater equity in early
education and prepare children
academically for the K-12
system.
lao.ca.gov

Investing in a cradle
through career data system
In 2019, the legislature
passed a “Cradle-to-Career” bill
to collect data on education,
workforce, financial aid, and
social service information to
be shared with lawmakers,
educators, researchers, and
the public.
WHAT:

The new data system
will help make continuous
improvement logic a reality in
the long run since lawmakers
SO WHAT:

will have access to information
to help them better target
resources and reforms across
the ECE and K-16 system.
cde.ca.gov

Technology is used as a
learning tool
WHAT: Legislators passed AB/
SB 156 to invest $6 billion
to expand broadband for
residents across the state, and
the California Department of
Education set up the Bridging
Digital Divide Fund to provide
computing devices to students.
SO WHAT: As the pandemic
forced many education
organizations online, educators
embraced new technologies
as learning tools to facilitate
distance learning.
edsource.org
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SCENARIO

DISSOLVE THE SYSTEM
Let students be self-guided learners
PUBLIC
GOOD

Author: Zachary A. Pardos and Bruce Fuller

CENTRALIZED

DECENTRALIZED

Private-for-profit and nonprofit providers replace the public education system. These
institutions are increasingly tuition-dependent. The degree credential system fails to keep
up with the pace of change, resulting in plunging enrollments, a divestment of the state in
3
higher education, and a reduction of its role in K-12 education. Jobs must pivot urgently
PRIVATE
GOOD
and massively due to automation. Workplace training and STEM knowledge are prioritized.
Private education technology platforms offer many upskilling options for working learners to prepare
for an ever-shifting marketplace.
As the mission of the higher education sector shifts from educating students as citizens to providing
educational products to get jobs, there is no longer a need for education providers to do research. Research
is now conducted primarily at government facilities or private companies where basic research is neglected,
and the training of new researchers is not a priority. Knowledge is privatized. Humanities and the arts
are devalued as consumers prioritize return on investment. Learners spend most of their time in private
sector learning environments. Early childhood and grade schools become privatized as industry figures
out ways to digitally deliver socio-emotional learning experiences using virtual reality. Learners young and
old rely upon open education resources, commercial apps, and vocationally oriented commercial learning
sequences. The lack of public funding, tenure, and academic freedom leads to a focus on vocationally
oriented “quick degrees” exclusively catering to industry. These new commercialized educational pathways,
starting in K-12, require individual “consumer” payment for different service levels, thus raising equity issues.

HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS
Rise of for-profit higher education entities.
Decline of public investment in higher
education.
Devaluation of college degrees in some
disciplines due to the massif ication
of higher education.

Private online credential delivery companies
already enjoy a 40-50% split in revenue with
their partnered public universities.
Technologies from companies like Google play
an increasingly large role in K-12 classrooms.

FUTURE DRIVERS
Politics: Declining trust in
public education, particularly
higher education.

Funding: State education
funding dries up as demand
for degrees decreases.

Technology: Superior learning
experiences delivered by
industry that rapidly embraces
innovations in technology.

SIGNAL
2U acquires Harvard and MIT’s edX
WHAT: In 2021, educational technology company
2U acquired edX, a popular online course
provider and nonprofit organization jointly
founded and developed by MIT and Harvard.
SO WHAT: As online learning and online
degree programs increase in market share,
the question of who will manage these
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programs looms. The purchase of edX by 2U is
a signal that private industry is likely to have
an increasing presence in this space of online
credentialed degree programs. 2U proved
better able to find a path to sustainability than
edX, homegrown out of prestigious higher
education institutions.
insidehighered.com

SCENARIOS

PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS
Markets are more efficient than public bureaucracies

The state contracts with private sector organizations, such as ECE providers, charter schools,
and other private colleges and universities, in a public-private partnership (PPP) to deliver
education services across the education system. State legislators still have a centralized role
4
to play in regulating the institutional conditions of the marketplace by setting standards,
PRIVATE
GOOD
mandating student assessments, and requiring adherence to state laws and accountability
policies, but the private sector has autonomy to create a variety of unique organizations to meet consumer
demand. In this model, education is seen as a private good to be consumed for social efficiency and
social mobility purposes by individual consumers.
CENTRALIZED

DECENTRALIZED

PUBLIC
GOOD

Author: Erin Heys

New technologies make it possible to contract out education to third-party vendors at scale in K-12 and
higher education while also cutting costs.

HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS
California already contracts with many
private ECE providers.

charter school growth.
Capacity issues at traditional public colleges and
universities drive students elsewhere, leading to
rise of private for-profits and nonprofits.

Low-performing K-12 public schools push
families to look for alternatives, leading to

FUTURE DRIVERS
Politics: Political support
for “market logics” policy
instruments.

Funding: In light of state
funding scarcity, private sector
innovations make it more costeffective to fund education
through PPPs.

Technology: New technology
embraced by private sector
organizations makes it more
cost-effective for the state to
contract out schooling to third
party vendors.

SIGNALS
Third-party vendors
deliver education services
Organizers recently
attempted to establish
school vouchers for K-12
schools totaling $14K per
student through a statewide
proposition in 2022, but did
not receive enough signatures
to get on the ballot.
WHAT:

Third party
vendors, in theory, have more
autonomy to innovate and
improve school environments to meet statewide
goals and to better respond
to consumer demand.
SO WHAT:

californiaschoolchoice.org

Funding constraints
force the public sector to
contract out services

New technologies make
service delivery scalable
via third-party vendors

WHAT: The Great Recession
led to multi-year budget
cuts that took the education
sector years to recover from
financially.

WHAT: For-profit companies
like K12 Inc. already contract
with public schools throughout the country and provide
online schooling to over two
million students.

SO WHAT: If lawmakers
cannot stabilize funding
streams, private vendors
may continue to present
appealing alternatives to an
under-funded public option.
ppic.org
edpolicyinca.org

SO WHAT: Organizations such
as K12 Inc. and Coursera that
operate online can broaden
educational access to more
students, often at a lower
price since they do not have
to fund brick-and-mortar
institutions.
k12.com
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FUTURE EDUCATION POLICIES
IN CALIFORNIA

C

hoices among governmental pol-

from the impacts of Proposition 13 on local

icies depend partly upon which

government budgets to the way the California

future scenarios seem most at-

Environmental Quality Act has affected

tractive to us, but they also depend upon our

housing supply and manufacturing.

perspectives on the proper role of government, on the resources available to govern-

Because we are thinking about the future

ment, and on the likelihood that government

and we do not want to be hemmed in by

will succeed in its endeavors. Doing nothing is

the status quo or a lack of imagination, we

sometimes the best policy option, but doing

put forth an array of alternative policies, and

nothing often uncritically accepts the current

we tie them to different scenarios. Readers

mix of policies and the future they entail with-

can decide which ones (or combinations of

out considering the alternatives. Over the past

them) they prefer. Our discussion of the policy

seventy-f ive years in California, that meant

tradeoffs below will favor scenarios that con-

accepting discriminatory racial housing cove-

tinue to view education as a ‘public good’ for

nants, restrictive zoning laws, few restrictions

the benefit of all Californians and the future

on air or water pollution, “separate but equal”

success of the state, and look critically at ap-

schooling, the dismantling of transit systems,

proaches that do not. Readers should consid-

and many more things that are now thought

er which scenario best captures the California

to have been wrong or misguided. We have

they want to live in, and evaluate which policy

also seen aggressive policy measures in Cali-

recommendations they believe will get

fornia that have had unintended consequences,

us there.
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SCENARIO

TRADITIONAL PUBLIC MODEL
Education is a ‘Public Good’ and Governed Centrally
The traditional public model is most closely associated with the ‘status quo’ of schooling
found in California and nationally today. In this model, centralized state actors—lawmakers, government officials, committees and agencies—govern education organizations by
establishing goals, defining learning standards, monitoring the organizational conditions
of schools with accountability policies, and providing targeted investments to improve
learning environments. Since education is considered a ‘public good’ in this model, the
state can also shape the purposes of schooling, which historically have been more democratic and oriented toward students’ social mobility, with a focus on achieving student
equity. State actors can easily integrate those purposes into statewide legal documents,
goals and learning standards, while also designing policies and targeting resources to
ensure equal opportunities for all students, regardless of ability or socioeconomic background.
As has been showcased in California in recent years, the state has embraced this model
showing that it can improve student equity and overall school quality by designing and
investing in policies to improve the structural and organizational features of the education system. For example, lawmakers made major progress to expand access to transitional
kindergarten by investing ongoing dollars to provide enough seats for all 4-year-olds in
the state. In K-12, the legislature invested billions of dollars to improve teacher quality and
to address the state’s teacher shortage with intentions to improve education quality for
students. Lawmakers designed and implemented the landmark Local Control Funding
Formula, which allocates more resources to districts serving disadvantaged students.
California lawmakers have also helped colleges/universities innovate by passing policies to
streamline the transfer process in community colleges and improve remediation requirements.
Many of these strategies fall under the ‘continuous improvement’ policy logic umbrella
and have laid the foundation to improve student equity and foster public sector innovation to meet the statewide goals of student proficiency on state exams, college and career
readiness, and college graduation. Moreover, California lawmakers have made progress to
transform the role of government in education from one of top-down bureaucratic compliance devoid of capacity building to a more modern role where the state targets educa-
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tional needs, provides support for local education organizations to create networked
improvement communities, and respects local autonomy and decision-making.
The drawback of this strategy is that it costs money and California lawmakers and voters
still have a long way to go to adequately and equitably fund its education system to reach
statewide goals. The good news for proponents of this scenario is that there is growing
interest to invest more financially in the education system. During the 2020 election,
voters nearly passed Proposition 15, a ballot initiative that would have undone Proposition
13 for commercial property owners and increased overall funding for K-14 education.
Grassroots organizers have not given up on property tax reform and there is momentum
to keep the core ideas of Proposition 15 moving forward. Moreover, in the 2021-22 budget
cycle, state lawmakers increased the LCFF concentration grants for districts serving
high-need students, and in recent years, lawmakers have put in place record-high budgets to finance all sectors of the education system.
In today’s world, the traditional K-12 public model is facing competition from a growing
charter school sector (especially in California, where 11 percent of all students are currently
enrolled in charters), as well as competition in higher education from a growing private
for-profit and nonprofit sector. Technology also introduces new competitive forces as
online courses, adaptive learning, big data and artificial intelligence put into question the
need for traditional brick-and-mortar education institutions, and raise the possibility of
educational services being contracted out to virtual or online learning spaces. Some
researchers worry that higher education, in particular, may go the ‘way of the railroads’,
with technology paving the way to privatization.
In order for the traditional public model to persist in the future, several drivers are at play,
including the willingness of legislators and the governor in the upcoming years to
sustain investments in the continuous improvement policy logic. The sustainability of the
public model is also dependent on the willingness of voters, the legislature, and other
interest groups to adequately and equitably fund education in the future and redesign
the finance system to withstand economic recessions. Lastly, technology has a role to
play. Whether technology is integrated into classrooms as a learning tool or whether
technology upturns traditional education organizations and institutions may determine
the sustainability of the public option. In order for this model to persist in the years and
decades to come, we recommend the following:
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Clarify Goals for ECE and K-12 Systems

While California state legislators have established goals for higher education
in the state education code, no similar goals exist for early childhood education or K-12 in the guiding state legal frameworks. Legislators should establish
clear goals for early childhood education and K-12 in the education code to
provide a ‘north star’ to guide each part of the education system. Moreover,
legislators should add language to the education code to clarify both shortterm and long-term goals for each of the three systems. Clearly defining goals
across the education system has two main benef its: 1) goals can orient the
entire public education ecosystem toward unif ied objectives for student
learning and achievement; and 2) clear goals can help lawmakers design
adequate funding formulas for the ECE, K-12, and higher education systems
that currently do not exist.

Create a Coherent Governing Body for the ECE
and K-16 Systems

California’s current governing system is extremely fragmented and disjointed,
with a complicated network of state and federal actors overseeing early childhood education; the K-12 system is governed by a state Department of Education, a state Board of Education, and other statewide committees and
departments; and the higher education segments do not have a coherent
governing framework, and instead the three segments are governed by their
own boards with occasional intervention from the state legislature. In order for
continuous improvement logic to have the most impact in the traditional
public model, the state would benefit from a cohesive education system, where
the different systems communicate and are streamlined. The legislature should
establish a governing body with expertise to monitor, regulate, and improve
the entire cradle to career education experience. This could be a single state
administrative agency, a statewide intersystem committee, or another structure that allows state actors to take a systems-wide approach to governing and
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streamlining the ECE and K-16 system. At a minimum, the state should
establish a coherent governing body for early childhood education programs,
and likewise, a governing body for the three higher education systems.

Reform the Education Finance System

The state has made tremendous progress in the post-Great Recession years
to increase overall funding across the education system, and to create more
equitable funding in K-12 by establishing the Local Control Funding Formula,
which recognizes that it costs more to educate students from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Yet funding for the education system continues to fall short of
estimates of what it would take to adequately meet the state’s ambitious ECE
and K-12 learning objectives as well as higher education goals. School financing
in California is notoriously volatile given the structure of the state’s general fund,
and also very complex given the dozens of constitutional amendments that
constrain the school finance system. State lawmakers should consider creative
ideas to reform the finance system so that ECE, K-12, and higher education is
adequately and equitably funded to provide students with equal educational
opportunities and to achieve the state’s goals. State lawmakers should also con-
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sider new ways to stabilize state funding for education in the long-run.

PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS
Education is a ‘Private Good’ and Centrally Governed
In a pure Public-Private Partnership (PPP) model, the state contracts with third party
vendors to provide the delivery of education services across the ECE and K-16 system.
Traditional public schools and colleges/universities employing state workers and organized into hierarchical systems would no longer exist. Instead, a vast network of private
providers would compete in a marketplace for state contracts, and the competitive forces
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of the market would in theory regulate the number and quality of firms. In this model,
education is considered a ‘private good,’ but the state still has a centralized role to play in
regulating and monitoring the conditions of the education sector. State legislators would
still set education goals and learning standards across the ECE and K-16 system, mandate
student assessments, and require adherence to state laws and accountability policies.
However, the private sector would have autonomy to create a variety of unique organizations to meet consumer demand, and the state would have very little control over the
internal organizational conditions that develop across education models.
The PPP model for education delivery is not a new idea and has been in development for
the last several decades. There are many private early care and education providers across
California that currently receive state subsidies. In K-12 education, PPPs are most commonly seen in charter schools, where the state funds third party vendors in a marketplace
setting to deliver educational services to students that would otherwise attend public
districts with schools employed by public school teachers, administrators, and staff. In
higher education, PPPs do not yet operate on such a broad scale, but state legislators
have attempted to broaden PPPs in the past. For example, in 2013, legislators nearly
passed SB 520, a bill that proposed to grant credit to students enrolling in low-cost, online
courses (including MOOCs) offered by third-party providers to address the over-enrollment problems in higher education and to get students through lower-level courses
more quickly. California’s higher education segments are also engaging independently in
their own PPP relationships. While they are not outright outsourcing the instructional
components of higher education, they are outsourcing many internal administrative functions of the college/university, such as security, custodial and laundry services, food services, or
infrastructure projects, and are slowly outsourcing academic services such as academic
counseling and career services, enrollment services, and online course development.
The benefit of the PPP model is that it could encourage innovation in education service
delivery, possibly at a lower cost to taxpayers. As seen in the charter school movement, a
wide variety of organizations have taken root in the delivery of educational services, and
students and their families can choose from a range of options to find a school that fits
their needs. Charters have a range of academic focuses, with some emphasizing STEM
programs and college pathways, while others prioritize the arts, environment, or career
and technical education. Some charters offer instruction in traditional classroom settings,
while others are experimenting with ‘unbundled’ classrooms, virtual or online classrooms,
or other forms of distance learning. For-profit companies like K12 Inc. offer strictly online
learning environments and already contract with public schools throughout the country
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to provide education to millions of students. Likewise in higher education, companies like
Coursera, EdX, or Udacity already contract with colleges and universities across the country to provide online alternatives to in-person instruction, and in many cases help higher
education institutions generate revenue. In general, when such specialized options are
delivered at scale in higher education, they have been shown to be less costly to taxpayers. In K-12, online or virtual schools, in particular, have been found to be more cost effective than traditional public schools since they reduce the need for brick-and-mortar
facilities and operations and other in-person student costs such as transportation and
food services.
The drawbacks of the PPP model are that it is likely more difficult to guarantee educational quality and student equity since the state has a very limited role to play in regulating
the organizational conditions within private sector vendors. The marketplace can often
innovate rapidly, but in some cases, innovation can lead to the unequal treatment or
exploitation of students or can undermine education quality as a tradeoff for cost efficiency. Given the nature of private vendors as autonomous organizations, it can be difficult for
state lawmakers to observe harmful trends and intervene in a timely manner. In essence,
one of the greatest strengths of the PPP model is also one of its greatest concerns from
a policy perspective: PPPs produce a vast, complex network of education organizations
with unique internal practices that are difficult for external actors to monitor, sometimes
resulting in harmful practices to students and detriments to school quality.
For the PPP model to become a future reality, several drivers may be in play. There will
likely be a political movement to usher in a new PPP model of education service delivery
driven by public preferences for education choice and new leaders elected to enforce a
choice agenda. It is possible that this political movement would be fueled by an economic
crisis or state funding shortage that would make it difficult for the traditional public education model to persist. Technology will also play a role in order for private sector vendors
to scale-up to meet the demand of educating all students in California. Crises such as the
COVID-19 pandemic are accelerating the development of virtual and online education
vendors, which could become widespread across the education sector. If PPPs were to
become the future model for education, the state should take the following actions:
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Use Public Bidding Processes to Attract High Quality Vendors

State lawmakers could open PPP contracts to a competitive, public bidding
process to ensure that appropriate vendors are found to deliver high quality,
equitable education services to students across the ECE and K-16 systems. State
actors would play a central role in setting up competitive request for proposal
(RFP) processes and would carefully review contract proposals with opportunities
for public feedback and discussion to maximize transparency. Contracts could be
reviewed and renewed every few years, with opportunity for public feedback and
stakeholder engagement.

Establish a Statewide Committee to Research Vendors
that Offer Distance Learning

State lawmakers will need to carefully consider whether PPPs should be established with vendors that operate online or virtually, or whether contracts should
go to brick-and-mortar organizations. This is especially important to consider
by student age-level and ability type. For example, there may be major differences for young children versus adults to engage with online learning spaces;
likewise, there could be learning inequalities for students from nontraditional
backgrounds or students with special learning needs that would make it difficult to receive an education completely online. There are also equity issues to
consider for students who may not have access to computers, broadband, or
other technology infrastructure required to receive an online or virtual education. Lawmakers would need to address these issues before rolling out systemwide online or virtual learning spaces.
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Establish a Statewide Department to Monitor PPP Contracts

While the state will have limited capacity to monitor the organizational conditions
of private sector vendors, a statewide department could play an important role in
tracking student achievement, analyzing the cost-effectiveness of the PPP contracts,
and auditing vendors to ensure that quality and equity standards are being upheld.

Incentivize the Development of High-Quality PPP Providers

The federal government has long experimented with competitive grant programs
and market logics to improve the conditions of schooling—this has taken the form
of programs such as Race to the Top or the Investing In Innovation (i3) grants.
California could offer similar competitive grant programs to incentivize the devel-
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opment of high-quality PPP providers.

UNBUNDLED MODEL
Education is a ‘Public Good’ and Has Decentralized Governance
Education, and public higher education in particular, is the primary driver of upward
economic mobility in America. Students with a high school diploma or equivalent, many
of whom come from under-resourced school districts, are guaranteed admissions to a
2-year California community college where they can demonstrate academic proficiency,
then qualify to transfer to a 4-year program to pursue a bachelor’s degree. Students
subsequently entering the labor market with a bachelor’s instead of an associate degree
dramatically increase their family earnings potential.
It has been estimated that 20 percent more students who have transferred would successfully acquire a 4-year degree if all their past course credits were appropriately counted.
If credit mobility were vastly improved, the number of bachelor’s degrees conferred to
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transfer students would likely increase substantially more than 20% due to more students
qualifying to transfer. Unfortunately, as recently as 2017, the US Government Accounting
Office reported that 40 percent of credits were lost on average when transferring to a
public institution and 90 percent were lost when transferring to a private one.
The current manual process of defining and evaluating articulations and credit equivalencies is not capable of substantially expanding and sustaining rules between California’s 116
community colleges, 23 California State Universities, and 9 University of California campuses.
A growing chorus of academics, administrators, and policy think tanks are urgently calling
for the use of data and technology to modernize transfer, thereby improving the primary
avenue by which first-generation college students achieve economic upward mobility.
The benefit of a distributed educational approach facilitated by data and technology not
only has the potential to revitalize opportunities in postsecondary, but it also has the
potential to create bridges to such opportunities from under-resourced secondary school
districts. Applying a fair lens to college credit equivalence and encouragement of coenrollment opportunities is key to a more equitable future. Technology holds the promise
for transformational change because of its potential to be cost effective at scale, providing
rich automated feedback to districts on curricular iterations and digital resources that
would complement their offerings and enhance their students’ chances of breaking
through to college. While this technology-aided bridge building is less relevant in early
childhood education and grade school, due to less school transfer taking place, the same
technologies can be used to suggest resources to teachers that can help with the challenge of assessment, differentiated instruction, and reporting to partners.
The following are some policy recommendations for realizing this scenario:

Modernize Course Articulation Policies and Practices

AI technologies have emerged that can triage the process of articulation, automatically suggesting courses that are likely to be academically equivalent to one
another and thus eligible for articulation. Use of this technology can add efficiencies to an articulation officer’s job and help faculty be evidence-based in making
articulation decisions. With enough interaction and feedback from faculty, articula-
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tion policy could eventually become opt-out, where AI automatically ascertains
the academic equivalency of courses within and across systems. A trust-but-verify
policy would track the quality of the new articulations by monitoring how well
students perform later on in their degree programs if they were given credit for the
newly articulated course at their sending institution. Courses found not to prepare
students adequately for future learning would be de-articulated or complemented
with required adaptive tutoring lessons assigned that cover a detected gap in
material. Greater articulation means fewer courses taken at a receiving school. This
can serve as a disincentive to approve articulations; thus, incentives should be
given for departments to increase the number of articulations they approve.

Implement a Whole System Approach Where One
Could Register for Anything Anywhere

As institutions face tightening budgets, competition for enrollments will
increase. This will create tension between the need to collaborate, and the
need to maintain differentiation in a sector that is famously decentralized. In
delivering curricula, one solution is for institutions to collaboratively offer courses
or degrees. For example, one campus might offer an engineering core, while
another could offer general education courses. While cross-registration and
jointly registered programs are not new, this practice is incredibly complex to
navigate for students, staff, and faculty. Recent advances in machine learning
can help to alleviate the navigational challenges, but policy innovations will be
needed to maximize the benef its and minimize the potential unintended
consequences of mass cross-registration such as over-standardization or a
failure to recognize quality differences across courses.

Support AI-Assisted Bridges Between All Learning Sectors

Create grant programs that support innovative proposals that embrace scalable
technologies to more closely link secondary and postsecondary and K-12 with the
digital learning ecosystem. For the state to achieve equality of outcome among
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underserved groups, it must facilitate bridges extending from postsecondary to
meet students where they are in school districts. This means using technology
that is cost effective at scale to help align curriculum with community colleges in
districts with historically low college going rates. Affordable or no-cost adaptive
tutoring can help mend porous or contracted curricula to shore up prerequisites
needed for college preparatory courses.

Standardize Revenue Sharing Models

Another source of complexity is the revenue exchange between institutions.
Considerations include the amount of tuition charges, fees, which entity bills and
receives bills for what service, the appropriate split between institutions, and
which entity pays for credits earned above full-time course loads. State governments and public higher education systems could help by passing policies that
standardize billing rates and practices across all institutions in ways that are fair,
equitable, and incentivize participation. In addition, some states allow counties
to charge community college campuses additional fees for out-of-county (but in
California) students. These policies should be eliminated or streamlined to minimize the negative impact on students while ensuring a fair return for the institution providing the course.

Support Student Degree Planning with Personalized
Virtual Advising

Solving the structural problem of insufficient articulation will only lead to
increased student success if students know about the articulations and the
pathways to degrees they afford. Research in recommender systems has
advanced to allow for personalized degree plan suggestions that take into
account the courses a student has taken, the courses a student is interested in,
the requirements of their intended degree, and the schedule of classes across a
system or multiple systems. Adopting such technology would allow students to
successfully navigate an even larger landscape of course choice made possible
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by expanded articulation and articulation allowing for any course to be offered
at any of the campuses in California’s public postsecondary systems.
Overall, these policies could offer greater educational attainment and job
mobility for students who move across differing postsecondary training institutions. Use of adaptive assessment in particular slices of the labor force (e.g.,
child-care providers, computer science, building trades) could minimize redundancies in training and move students toward credentials. Educational technologies could mediate and speed-up this kind of ‘badging’ and articulation across
training institutions. At the same time, it is not clear how much “unbundling”
can help to solve the problems of ECE and K-12 education in the state. At the
margin, unbundling might help, but the problems of underfunding, inequities,

SCENARIO

and variable quality across systems would remain.

DISSOLVE THE SYSTEM
Education is a ‘Private Good’ and Has Decentralized Governance
As the public higher education sector faces budget and enrollment stresses, it also faces
a crisis of public trust. Driven by private industry preeminence in delivering high quality
online instruction and partly by poor student outcomes and time-to-degree in public
education systems, the narrative around the value of higher education has shifted to
suspicion if not outright hostility. Some employers, dissatisfied with the education pipeline, have moved away from requiring college degrees as minimum entry requirements
for positions. In this environment, changes to certain policies could open the market to
new providers and eventually drive public institutions out of the market entirely. This
could lead to a gradual transition from 50 percent of revenue being split between private
online program delivery services and public accredited institutions, to 100 percent being
collected by private industry. A growing ecosystem of open educational resources, Augmented and Virtual (AR and VR) educational experiences and commercial apps already
occupy an increasing percentage of student attention.
The future could see private industry embrace innovative technologies in K-12 faster than
public education. A Google of the education enterprise could emerge that not only has a
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majority market share in learning management systems, but also in digital pedagogy,
curriculum, career preparation, and socio-emotional learning interventions. If it is
desirable to increase this privatization of education and divestment from education
as a public good, the following policies could be enacted.

Federal and State Governments End Subsidies for All
Higher Education Institutions

This policy change could come in several forms, such as ending direct subsidies, eliminating student financial aid, or no longer requiring accreditation
to accept financial aid. In addition, funding for research would shift to government agencies, such as the military, and/or be outsourced to private institutions. Two considerations would be especially important if this were done. First,
efforts would have to be made to ensure equitable opportunities to get an
education by maintaining support for low-income students. Second, given the
experience with for-prof it educational institutions, regulations to ensure
high-quality education would have to be put in place. Both of these would be
very hard to do, especially if federal and state funding were ended for one or
more levels of the educational system. The whole history of public education
has been in the direction of providing government support and engaging in
government regulation to ensure equity and quality. This option would require
a great deal of thinking about how to overcome the inequities and quality
problems that would almost certainly arise if the system were dissolved.

Abolish Public Research and Research Faculty

Educational institutions do away with the academic research enterprise and
faculty who conduct it, pushing research entirely into government and private
labs and removing students from the research process. Teaching faculty at private, for-profit institutions would be either adjunct or hired on a contract basis.
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This follows the current model of for-profit institutions. To maximize profit,
teaching functions would be unbundled, such that course design would be
standardized and faculty would deliver the content. If this were done, California
would have to determine how it would maintain its high rate of innovation,
much of it currently stemming from academic institutions, using an entirely
different model. One approach would be for the state to step-in and to create
research laboratories where basic research and advanced training of graduate
students gets done. These laboratories could be funded through a “California
Science Foundation” similar to the National Science Foundation.

Develop Common Knowledge and Skills Nomenclatures
to Map Individual Student Learning to Employer Needs

With the potential proliferation of education providers and workforce development achieving primacy over liberal education, the student will be left to navigate the unbundled curricula and choose from an array of offerings to receive
the appropriate training to meet their employment goals. The federal government or industry trade groups should develop common frameworks to map
educational content to knowledge, skills, and credentials. One of the concerns
that must be addressed with this scenario is the degree to which the needs of
employers should take precedence over the provision of a liberal arts education
that has historically been viewed as more than workplace preparation. How
would this model affect civic education, democracy, and the broader goals of
society that go beyond preparing students for jobs?
While this scenario is a dystopia to many, our current system of public education already relies on key elements provided by private or nonprof it f irms.
Google Classroom is dominant in K-12, and private degree delivery partners like
2U already take a 50 percent profit share with prominent public institution
partners. Playing devil’s advocate, this scenario of greater privatization of education suggests that expanding this delivery mode—often mediated by educational
technologies—might provide more nimble and effective responses, compared
with bureaucratically run operations if they are resistant to innovation.
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K-12 increasingly builds from a pre-K network in which one-third of threeand four-year-olds attend nonprofit preschool centers. Governor Newsom’s
expansion will move in another direction, shifting 4-year-olds to programs in
local school districts (“transitional kindergarten”). But this private, nonprofit
sector — including funding through federal Head Start—will likely adapt
and keep growing.
Concerned with “learning loss” due to the pandemic, many school districts may
quickly contract-out summer school to private nonprofits—nimble firms that
could staff-up quickly, tap into instructional technologies for much of the day,
and avoid labor rigidities embedded in school district routines.
In each case, public educators or policy makers opt to support private firms
within civil society, arguing that the integrity or effectiveness will be greater. As
with charter school growth, some policy leaders and many parents prefer to
spawn a variety of human-scale firms, rather than standardized forms of learning under a “public monopoly.” This more colorful variety of f irms may be
nimbler in applying new pedagogical methods and educational technologies.
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