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Editorial
Schools need bolder leadership:
DEFICIT WILL HINDER FIXING ACHIEVEMENT GAP

January 23, 2008

Jan. 23--In his fifth State of Education address Tuesday, Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O'Connell returned to a commitment he had made a year ago, to confront frankly the poor level of academic performance of Latino and African-American children.

As O'Connell correctly noted, those groups are the majority of California's students. So "closing the gap (in achievement) is more critical than anywhere else in this nation" and "will not only improve the lives and futures of our students, it will secure the future of our state." 

Considering the energy and brainpower he had thrown at examining the issues of race, ethnicity and education over the past year, the proposals he announced were underwhelming. Coinciding with the release of the recommendations of O'Connell's P-16 (pre-kindergarten through college) Council, they include uniform standards to improve the quality of pre-school, more training for teachers and administrators in racial and ethnic awareness, a Web site to share best teaching strategies and a multimillion-dollar foundation grant to determine the scope of a state education data system.

In fairness to O'Connell, there is no facile answer to increasing the graduation rate and test scores of Latino and African-American children. It will take many sutures, applied by many skilled hands, to close the achievement gap. And, with Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger proposing massive cuts to K-12 education, this isn't a year for grand initiatives. At O'Connell's urging, the P-16 Council took a more pragmatic, incremental approach.

But the biggest challenges confronting California's schools are systemic. And those problems are compounded in high-minority schools, which tend to have the least experienced teachers and the least parental involvement. The state needs to train teachers and principals differently and pay the good ones much better. It needs to spend more on low-income students and those learning English. O'Connell made only a vague reference to this. The state must not only consolidate funding for pre-school, as O'Connell urges, but substantially increase it, so that every child heads to kindergarten prepared to learn.

Some of O'Connell's initiatives could eventually prove effective in improving the education of minority children.

--Setting quality standards for pre-school programs is essential to ensuring that all children enter kindergarten equally ready.

--Creating measurements for addressing the achievement gap, other than standardized test scores, will be another way to hold schools accountable. O'Connell has turned to the right person to create the benchmarks: civil rights attorney and Boalt Law School Dean Christopher Edley.

--Creating a Web site -- www.closingtheachievementgap.org -- for teachers and principals to share standards-based curriculum strategies and effective lesson plans is overdue. Sharing best practices in California has been hit-or-miss.

--Moving ahead with a state education data system is essential so that teachers and policy makers can figure out, for example, which math and English language programs work with minority kids and which students leave high school prepared for work or higher education. On Tuesday, O'Connell announced a $2 million grant from the Hewlett and Gates foundations to hire a consultant to make policy and design recommendations for such a system.

O'Connell hasn't been paying lip service to problems facing minority children. But the next battle -- demanding more money and fundamental changes in how schools are funded and run -- has yet to be joined.[image: image2.bmp]
