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Welcome Message 
 

Public schools support Americaõs founding values of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  They are 

critical to the health of our democracy.  They directly drive the future economic health of our state, our 

nation, and our world.  

Unfortunately, they also do not work as well as they should, or must.  Can anything be done?  What 

counts?  How can a group of motivated citizens make a difference?   

This Impact Guide explores the options. 

How Do We Work? 

We invest attention up front to understand the 

motivations of our members so that we can choose 

projects that match their interests.  We carefully 

select grantees and/or projects that are in a position 

to deliver great results.  We identify tasks of realistic 

scope, and form effective teams with strong 

leadership to deliver on them.  Then we follow 

through on what we say we will do.   

Across the various projects we undertake, a few 

ultimate goals remain constant:    

¶ Improve the effectiveness of public schools in 

preparing children for college, work, and citizenship;  

¶ We emphasize projects that improve the effectiveness of schools serving low-income and minority 

students that too often are òleft behindó;  

¶ Although we identify ourselves mainly with the Bay Area, we are willing to tackle challenges that must be 

addressed beyond the local level; and 

¶ We feel drawn to projects that enable us to advance our knowledge and experience.  Our own learning is 

of long-term value. 

This Impact Guide explores the many ideas that compete for support in the quest to improve student 

learning.  I hope you will be inspired to join us in this important work!   

 

Jeff Camp 
Chair, Education Impact Circle  
November, 2007 

Full Circle Fund is an engaged 
philanthropy organization in the San 
Francisco Bay Area.  Our members 

contribute their time and talents in support of 
social entrepreneurs and change agents in 
various categories of civic life.   

Participating in Full Circleõs Education Impact 
Circle enables us to contribute meaningfully to 
the improvement of our educational system.  
By giving in a way that connects financial 
resources with human resources, we multiply 
the impact of both.  By working together in 
teams, we have a greater impact than we 
could individually.  We also learn more along 
the way.  
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Background 

This document presents many options for helping schools and school systems.  Before we delve into these 

options, however, it is constructive to confront a brutal fact:  Californiaõs public schools are among the 

weakest in America.   

 

Are Californiaõs Schools 
Broken? 

Each year, a statistically rigorous 

sample of 4th and 8th graders take tests 

known as the òNationõs Report Cardó 

(more formally, the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, or 

NAEP).  The results, though imperfect, 

enable researchers and policymakers to 

compare student achievement between 

states, grades and subgroups.   

California children score poorly on 

these tests.   

In 2007, Californiaõs 4th grade 

reading òscale scoreó was 209, versus a 

national average of 220.  Our state is 

not dead last in these rankings ð weõre 

about even with Mississippi, Louisiana, 

Washington, D.C., Arizona and 

Nevada.  But we are 27 points behind 

Massachusetts, which scored 236.   

Unfortunately, this is a big deal.  Ten 

òscale scoreó points represent roughly 

an entire year of educational attainment.   

Some object that these tests arenõt 

quite fair to California students, because 

the design differs from the California 

Standards Test, or because other states 

cheat a little, for example by providing 

extra testing time to English learners.  

This amounts to quibbling.  The fourth 

grade reading assessment evaluates 

whether children can read short 

passages and understand them.   

Californiaõs children are not within 

quibbling distance of the skills of 

children elsewhere in the country.  Our 

average fourth graders read 

approximately as well as the average 

American third grader ð or the average 

second grader in Massachusetts. 

Does it matter if California children 

start off slowly, one might ask, so long 

as they catch up later?  Unfortunately, 

they donõt.  Californiaõs 8th grade NAEP 

reading scores are among the worst in 

the nation, and 38% of students score 

òbelow basic.ó  Research suggests that 

children not reading at grade level by 

the end of third grade are at serious risk 

of never graduating from high school.1   

Could these awful results be 

explained by demographics, some ask?  

Before answering this question directly, 

it is worth asking another in return:  

should it matter?  Are poor results 

somehow better for California if they 

can be òexplainedó by the stateõs larger 

numbers of non-white children and 

children in poverty?  The children in 

our schools grow up to become the 

workers and leaders of our 

communities.  If we want California to 

have a bright future, can we afford to 

accept demographic excuses for poor 

performance?  

In any case, the data leave no room 

for denial.  Californiaõs children in 

poverty score behind those in other 

states.  So do the children not in 

poverty.  Californiaõs Latino students 

score behind those in other states ð and 

so do Californiaõs white students, black 

students and Asian students. 

Sometimes, people who work in 

Californiaõs schools feel irritated by 

these findings.  They wonder whether 

the comparisons are honest, and worry 

that they are being blamed for the 

failings of a broken system.  

2007 State Ranks* 
 

(NAEP rank out of 50  All 
unless noted) Students 

Lunch 
Program 
Eligible 

Not 
Lunch 

Program 
Eligible 

Asian  
(of 30) 

Black  
(of 42) 

Hispanic 
(of 44)* 

White 

Grade 4 Reading 
      Massachusetts 1 3 1 5 6 15 1 

Florida 21 7 9 6 11 2 11 
Texas 31 21 21 9 13 11 10 
California  48 50 44 19 29 43 29 

Grade 8 Reading 
      Massachusetts 1 7 1 4 2 13 2 

Texas 31 29 17 6 10 12 5 
Florida 33 30 39 7 24 7 35 
California  48 50 46 17 37 39 41 

Grade 4 Math  
       Massachusetts 1 2 1 8 2 16 1 

Texas 20 6 13 2 3 3 3 
Florida 21 10 16 14 10 2 11 
California  47 49 43 18 35 43 24 

Grade 8 Math  
       Massachusetts 1 8 1 1 12 12 1 

Texas 15 7 5 5 4 1 3 
Florida 35 33 34 16 18 11 29 
California  45 46 44 17 33 38 35 

*    Based on NAEP scores.  Florida and Texas results for Hispanic students may be affected by differences in how 
those states administer the NAEP test to students learning English.  
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International Perspective  

Some of Californiaõs best-known businesses are world 

leaders in technology innovation.  Can we at least take solace 

in the quality of our stateõs schools relative to the rest of the 

world?  The news on this front 

is grim.   

In 1999, an international 

comparison of student 

proficiency in mathematics 

(PISA) revealed that America 

had slipped to the middle of 

the pack among developed 

nations.  Many found things to 

question about the 

methodology of the study.  Do 

other nations weed some 

students out of the testing?  

Are larger vocational programs 

some other nations skewing the 

results?  Are these assessments 

really comparable?  

Nevertheless, the PISA study 

was widely touted as a òwake 

up call.ó   

Through 2003, the US was 

apparently still pressing the snooze button, having slipped to 

24th out of 29 OECD participants in the study.      

Today, the standing of Americaõs public schools relative to 

OECD nations is no longer the international comparison of 

primary interest.  A more pressing question is our nationõs 

rapidly-changing standing relative to China and India.   

In 1970 the economies of China and the US were dramatically 

different from one another.  Today, these differences are 

decreasing rapidly. 2  As Chinaõs middle class grows wealthier, 

its expectations about employment, income, lifestyle, and 

educational attainment are increasingly comparable to 

American expectations.  The 

story is similar in India. 

Each year, the US produces 

about 1.3 million new college 

graduates.  China and India 

each produce more than 3 

million, and the numbers are 

rising every year.  Already, 

nearly 20% of Chinaõs 18-24 

year olds enroll in higher 

education, a ratio that is rising 

fast.3  One of the sources of 

US economic strength is that 

its universities attract talent 

from all over the world.  

California has been a strong 

beneficiary of this mobility.   

As the college-going 

population expands in China 

and India, however, pressures 

will mount for those countries 

to develop research universities of global caliber in order to 

retain top talent.  One day, Americaõs best and brightest may 

contemplate moving to research universities in China and 

India, rather than the other way around.   
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High Stakes 

Creating intangible value is often 

called òknowledge work.ó  As the US 

has shifted to a knowledge economy, 

the earning potential of highly educated 

workers has exploded, while that of less 

educated workers has stagnated.   

Nobel prize-winning economist Gary 

Becker estimates that the value of 

Americaõs human capital exceeds the 

value of its tangible capital assets at 

least threefold.  This relatively recent 

shift can be quantified in the 

marketplace:  In the mid-1970õs, more 

than 80% of the market value of the 

S&P 500 was based on tangible assets.  

By 2005, the ratio had flipped ð 80% of 

the value was intangible.   

16.8

32.4

68.4
79.7

83.2

67.6

31.6
20.3

1975 1985 1995 2005

The Value of Intellectual Property

S&P 500 Market Value

Intangible Assets Tangible Assets

Source:  Ocean Tomo, data from Ned Davis Research,Inc., 2006

 

As this òknowledge 

workó shift has occurred, 

the labor market has 

responded strongly.  All 

over the world, increasing 

numbers of people are 

getting the educational 

preparation they need for 

jobs that pay well.  

California has many such 

jobs. More than 42.6% of 

the California workforce 

has at least a bachelorõs degree, versus 

37.2% nationwide. 

Unfortunately, few California 

children are being prepared for 

California jobs.  Less than a fifth of 

Californiaõs students earn a college 

degree on a timely basis after high 

school, and about a third fail to 

complete high school at all.   

Averages are dangerous abstractions. 

The students that drop out are not 

average ð they are disproportionately 

African American and Latino, and they 

disproportionately come from low-

income families.   

Low educational attainment is 

correlated with many social costs, 

including unemployment, homelessness, 

crime, and poor health.  When children 

donõt get the education they need, 

everyone loses.  

Two òGapsó 
 
The Achievement Gap:  Learning 
achievement of low income, Latino and 
African American students lags that of 
middle class, white and Asian students, 
measured by test scores, graduation rates, 
and virtually any other measure.  
 
The Competitiveness Gap:  Learning 
achievement of American students 
consistently lags that of students in other 
nations, as measured by international test 
results.  

 

 

 

The Reality Gap  

In the abstract, most Californians 

know that our public schools are not 

good enough.  Only 15% of survey 

respondents in a key annual poll by the 

Public Policy Institute of California say 

education in California is ònot much of 

a problem.ó  Over half (52%) see it as a 

òbig problem.ó4  

Unfortunately for school reform, 

however, a òReality Gapó occurs when 

facts collide with wishful thinking.  The 

same survey found that òalthough they 

are negative about K-12 education in 

California overall, a strong majority of 

state residents (80%) give their 

neighborhood schools passing grades of 

A (16%), B (36%), or C (28%). Public 

school parents are even more favorable 

than are residents generally: Sixty-one 

percent give their neighborhood 

schools a grade of A or B.ó    

In other words: òThe system is 

broken, but my school is fine.ó   

This Reality Gap is tragic when it 

comes to the life expectations of 

individuals.  Less than 20% of African 

American and Latino students qualify to 

apply to a four year college when they 

finish high school.  Fewer go on to do 

so, and fewer still actually complete 

their degree.  In defiance of these odds, 

over 80% of African American and 

Latino parents say they expect their 

children to attain at least a four-year 

degree.  

In other words: òOther kids arenõt 

getting the education they need, but 

mine will be fine.ó 

This perplexing failure to perceive 

problems close to home does not seem 

to vary much with results.  

Communities whose schools have been 

chronically ineffective nevertheless give 

their schools passing grades when 

asked.  Over half of students who have 

repeatedly failed the high school exit 

exam still say in surveys that they expect 

to go to college.   

Hope is a great blessing, but wishful 

thinking is a terrible basis for decisions.  

For every 100ninth gradersé

graduate 

on time

enroll in college 

by age 24

are still enrolled 

a year later

Source:  Measuring Up 2006:  The National Report Card on Higher Education (California report)

earn an Associateõs degree w/in 3 years 

or Bachelorõs w/in 6 years

68

40

27

16
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Is There Room For Hope? 

Despite the scale of the challenges, 

there is also substantial good news.  A 

decade ago, it was very difficult to 

credibly identify high-achievement 

schools in high-poverty and high-

minority settings.  Today, it is easy to 

identify them.  These schools prove that 

childrenõs destinies are not coldly 

predetermined by poverty and ethnicity.  

These schools even have an acronym in 

education reform speak: òBeating the 

Odds,ó or BTO schools.   

Each year it becomes harder to òbeat 

the oddsó for a very encouraging 

reason: educational achievement is 

steadily improving.  California is at or 

near the bottom of the pile in national 

and international comparisons, but we 

are moving in the right direction.   

The policy discourse about educating 

children in poverty has changed subtly 

in the last ten years or so.  With the 

availability of BTO examples like the 

KIPP charter schools, where high-

poverty students consistently rack up 

high marks, naysayers no longer tend to 

claim that òthose kids canõt learn.ó  

Rather, they claim òthose kids canõt 

learn unlesséó  The difference is 

important.   

BTO schools prove that poor and 

minority students can achieve at high 

levels. The test-score gains of the past 

few years show that progress can be 

made broadly.  There are plenty of 

obstacles, but it can be done.   

How?  What are the ideas, 

approaches, programs, interventions, 

investments, and inspirations that can 

lift Californiaõs schools from the 

bottom of the developed world, and 

thereby make a crucial difference in 

childrenõs lives?   

Answering that question is the focus 

of the remainder of this document.  

 

California and the Bay Area  

About 6.3 million students attend California public schools, and more 

than half a million go to private schools.  More than 300,000 teachers work 

in about 9,000 schools in about 1,000 districts across the state.  In rough 

terms, our state has about half a million students in each grade level.5   

The Bay Area has about one million students.  Of these, a third qualify 

for free or reduced price lunch (FRPL), a generally accepted standard for 

low income.  About half of Californiaõs students are low-income by this 

measure. 

Santa Clara
26%

San Mateo
9%

Contra Costa
17%

Alameda
22%

Marin  3%
Napa  2%
San Francisco

6%

Solano
8%

Sonoma
7%

Bay Area: ~1 Million K-12 Students

October enrollment, 2004
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The stateõs K-12 schools have added more than 

2 million Latino students in the last 25 years, 

accounting for virtually all of the growth in 

California enrollment.  English learners account 

for 25% of the stateõs student population.   
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Theories of Change  

What is Education?  Students and Teachers spending time in a place for learning with the right stuff and a 

system that supports success.   

This statement has proven useful as a scaffold.  The sections that follow deconstruct this statement to 

summarize prominent education reform ideas.   

 

A Dollop of Humility  

Many people spend decades 

working earnestly to make 

schools effective for children.  

Pick an education reform idea, 

and there are likely to be several 

government and/or non-profit 

organizations earnestly pursuing 

it.  There is no shortage of 

scholars, either; the annual 

conference of the American 

Educational Research 

Association attracts more than 

10,000 attendees, all of them 

sporting at least a Masterõs 

degree.     

The education system is too 

big to work on all of it at once, 

especially on a volunteer basis!  

Itõs easy to become lost in the 

weeds. 

A Scoop of Hubris  

To address this challenge, in 2004 Full Circle Fund began 

developing a framework to simplify discussion of the many 

òTheories of Changeó at play in efforts to reform or support 

public education.  During our grant process we revisit this 

framework to ensure that we are taking a sufficiently high-

level view of our options.  Over time, our projects have 

allowed us to explore different approaches and ideas. 

To be clear, we do not have a single òTheory of Change.ó 

This framework attempts to summarize many of the 

concepts that vie for attention, not just the ògoodó ones.  Of 

course, there is a certain inevitable falseness to any model of 

this sort.  In a system as complex and interconnected as 

education, is it really possible to squish complex ideas into 

eight little boxes?  With apologies, we shall do just that. 

A Sprinkle  of Magic? 

Any Theory of Change concept, stated alone, may seem 

like a magic answer:  just do this, and all will be well!  

Educators, however, are generally quick to caution against 

magic.  Learning is fundamentally human work, and humans 

are complicated.  To improve learning requires getting 

multiple things right at once. 

A Pinch of Salt  

A òrazoró for testing any idea meant to improve learning is 

to ask òwill this idea change how kids and teachers use 

time?ó  Only changes that affect the behavior of students or 

teachers are likely, in the end, to change outcomes. 

 

Theories of Change

Student readiness / motivation:

ÅNutrition, health and safety

ÅCaregiver involvement

ÅCarrots and sticks

ÅPoverty mitigation

A Place for Learning:

ÅWorking conditions

ÅSchool leadership 

ÅSmall schools

ÅChoice vs. neighborhood schools

ÅVirtual and home schools

Teacher selection / prep / motivation:

ÅRecruiting and credential rules

ÅProfessional development

ÅTenure and seniority rules

ÅCompensation

ÅRetention

Curriculum and Pedagogy:

ÅStandards and learning needs

ÅScripted vs. Unscripted

ÅCareer education

ÅEnglish language learning

Systemic changes:

ÅDecentralization

ÅCharter Schools

ÅAccountability systems

ÅGovernance

Measurement of Outcomes:

ÅTesting methods 

ÅDefining goals (overall results, 

performance gap, growth model)

ÅData systems (student ID, etc)

Students

and Teachers

spending time

in a place for learning

with the right stuff

and a system that supports success

Instructional time per student:

ÅClass sizes, catch-up interventions

ÅEarly childhood learning

ÅTutoring

ÅAfter school programs

ÅLonger school day/week/year

* Inspiration for this slide from John Mockler.  MANY ideas for improving schools are not directly represented on this page.

Money:

ÅHow much is enough?

ÅCategorical vs. Block grants

ÅState vs. Federal vs. Local

ÅDistrict vs. School

What is education?
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Studentsé 

Answer quickly:  where does learning happen? 

Itõs a trick question, of course.  Learning happens in the mind.  One of the fundamental challenges of 

education is to maximize childrenõs readiness and motivation to learn.   

 

Nutrition , health  and 
safety   

Distractions and discomfort create 

tremendous obstacles to learning.  

Federal assistance for child nutrition is 

one of the oldest and most basic 

interventions in the public school 

system.  More recent efforts in this 

general area include asthma and 

allergen mitigation, bans on high-sugar 

drinks and snacks, fitness campaigns 

to reduce obesity, and efforts to 

encourage better sleep (the simplest 

intervention is to start school later in 

the morning).   
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percent

 

Full Circle Investment:  
Revolution Foods .   The 
statistics on childhood obesity 

and fitness are moving in the  wrong 
direction, especially in urban schools.   

About half of California õs children receive 
free or reduced -price meals at school .  
Could a systemic improvement in these 
services be part of a larger solution?  In 
2007, a Full Circle team began working 
wit h Revolution Foods, a fast-growing, 
Berkeley-based alternative provider of 
healthy school food service.   

The project team decided to begin its 
work by supporting the development of 
an experimental nutrition education 
curriculum designed to complement the 
food service.  

In order to increase overall family 

health and wellness, some 

communities outside California have 

had success using school sites to 

provide low-cost health services such 

as immunization and toddler wellness 

checks.  Such programs have not taken 

off in California partly due to 

regulatory and insurance constraints.   

Parent (or adult) 
involvement    

Student outcomes (for example: test 

scores, graduation rates, college 

attainment and long-term earnings) 

correlate strongly with parental 

educational attainment.  One category 

of reform intervention seeks to reduce 

this correlation for low-income 

children.  Some programs supplement 

the parent relationship by providing 

alternatives, such as òbig brothers / 

big sisters.ó  

Other programs seek to change 

parent behaviors directly, by educating 

parents about actions they can take to 

support their childrenõs education.   

Full Circle Investment:  PIQE.  

The Parent Institute for Quality 
Education (PIQE) was founded 

in the San Diego area to help Mexican 
immigrant  families support their children 
effectively in American schools.   

In 2005, a Full Circle project team 
supported the startup  of PIQEõs Bay Area 
branch.  Full Circle helped make 
introductions to district and school 
personnel to help the organization get of f 
the ground, and directly participated in 
an effort  to re -craft the organizationõs 
curriculum and strategy to address 
African-American community needs for 
the first time . 

Carrots and sticks    

Much has been written about the 

differences between intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation in education.  

Many things, from TV to friendsõ 

antics, compete with academics for a 

childõs attention. Children donõt 

grudge learning when they feel 

intrinsically motivated by interest in 

the subject at hand.  Great teachers are 

masters at making learning interesting 

and relevant, especially when they are 

supported by compelling and relevant 

curricular materials.   

Extrinsic motivation is always 

second-best, but it is also important.  

The classic extrinsic motivator is the 

letter grade:  never mind if itõs 

interesting, do your homework!  

Parent bribes fit in the same category.   

The California High School Exit 

Exam (CAHSEE) is an extrinsic 

motivator.  Beginning with the class of 

2006, in order to earn a high school 

diploma, California students must get 

at least 55% of questions correct on a 

test of 8th grade math skills, and at 

least 60% of questions correct on a 

test of 10th grade reading skills.  

Students are given up to six 

opportunities to pass this test 

beginning in grade 10.   

Opponents of CAHSEE argue that 

it is discriminatory, particularly for 

non-native English speakers.  

Opponents also point to some 

evidence that dropout rates may have 

increased when the test was enforced 

as a graduation requirement.  Some 

kids gave up. 
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Supporters of CAHSEE hold it up 

as evidence that true consequences 

matter, because failure rates dropped 

sharply between the classes of 2006 

and 2007.  Schools and districts took 

action to help students at risk of 

failure learn enough to pass.   

37,249 29,691
0%

25%
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75%
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24% Decline in Rate of 
Students Failing the Exit Exam
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Some argue that test-based 

evaluation of student learning ought to 

meter other points in the education 

process as well.  These advocates call 

age-based advancement of students 

through grades òsocial promotion,ó 

and argue that students ought not to 

be advanced to the next grade if they 

are demonstrably unready for it. 

Counseling and individual 
interventions   

Many issues can interfere with a 

childõs learning, from disabilities to 

family tragedies to peer effects.  These 

challenges must be addressed on an 

individual basis.  This kind of help 

requires expertise, patience and 

sensitivity.  California ranks last among 

the states in the ratio of counselors to 

students.  As of 2004-05, the ratio 

stood at approximately one counselor 

per 1,000 students.  

Poverty  

Poverty correlates strongly with 

academic results.  In 2004, for 

example, all but 11 of Californiaõs 

wealthiest elementary schools (with 

fewer than 10% participation in the 

school lunch program) surpassed the 

stateõs benchmark of 800 points on the 

Academic Performance Index (API).  

Among schools with 90% or more of 

students in the school lunch program, 

by contrast, only one school achieved 

this benchmark.6   

Professor David Berliner calls 

poverty òthe unexamined 600 pound 

gorilla in the classroom.ó7  Is it 

realistic to expect schools in high-

poverty settings to achieve strong 

academic results without a variety of 

non-school social support systems?  

Dr. Berliner suggests that education 

reform, standing alone, is fated always 

to fall short of true success.   

From health to preschool to help 

with homework to availability of role 

models, there are real differences in 

the life experiences of poor children.   

Californiaõs school results for 

children in poverty are the worst in the 

USA according to the Nationõs Report 

Card.  If Dr. Berliner is correct, 

reversing this waste of human 

potential will require solutions that go 

beyond the schools alone. 

Race and Ethnicity  

In late 2007, Superintendent of 

Public Instruction Jack OõConnell 

convened an òachievement gap 

summitó to invite discussion of a fact 

that often goes unmentioned:  Race 

correlates with test scores and other 

òoutcomeó measures (e.g. high school 

completion, college completion) even 

more powerfully than poverty.   

There are many theories about root 

causes of this correlation.  Some of 

those most frequently cited include 

hidden underinvestment; variances in 

family òsocial capitaló; cultural effects; 

and various effects of racism including 

race-based differences in expectations.   

This conversation seems to have 

been begun in a hopeful and action-

oriented vein.  This stands in contrast 

to discussion about the connections 

between race and learning with the 

1994 release of the book The Bell Curve, 

which argued unhelpfully that race is 

correlated with intelligence. 
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éand Teachersé 

Teachers have enormous influence over student outcomes.  This section discusses models of change 

related to improving the effectiveness of teachers and teaching.   

 

Recruiting great talent to 
the classroom  

Attracting talented people to the 

teaching profession in sufficient 

numbers has been a constant struggle 

in California.  Many factors have 

driven teacher shortages, including 

population growth, reductions in class 

sizes, and major changes in 

professional options for college-

educated women. 

Women comprise over 2/3 of the 

teaching workforce, a ratio that has 

remained stable for generations.  In 

1964, over half of working women 

with college degrees were teachers.  By 

1996, the ranks of college-educated 

women had grown dramatically and 

teachingõs share of educated womenõs 

work had fallen to 15%.8  With 

increased professional options for 

women, the teaching profession has 

struggled to attract the strongest 

candidates.  In the 1960s, about a 

quarter of all female teachers had 

graduated in the top 10% of their 

college class.  By the 1990õs, only a 

tenth had done so.9   

Unfortunately, teaching is very 

labor-intensive, and therefore 

expensive.  Staff-related costs (wages 

and benefits) are by far the largest 

category of expense in the school 

system.  As the productivity of the rest 

of the US economy has expanded, 

wages for jobs requiring a college 

degree have risen at about twice the 

rate of inflation.10  Teacher pay has 

roughly kept pace with this trend. 

Ultimately, the supply of teachers 

depends strongly on the attractiveness 

of the profession.  However, there are 

many things that can be done to help 

fill the pipeline.  Direct interventions 

to attract teachers identify pools of 

talent and take steps to attract new 

teachers from them.  Examples 

include college-campus recruiting 

(Teach for America is the most noted 

example), community-based recruiting, 

and drives to encourage classroom 

aides to obtain teaching credentials.  

Relatively little work has been done to 

attract mid-career job moves into 

teaching, though programs promoting 

teaching as a post-career option for 

retirees have enjoyed some success. 

Credentialing  

Californiaõs teacher credentialing 

rules are set by a combination of 

legislation and policies of the 

Commission on Teacher Credentialing 

(CTC).  Over half of teachers in 

California earn their credentials 

through the California State University 

(CSU) system.11  Oversimplifying 

greatly, there are two schools of 

thought about teacher credentials:  less 

is more, and more is more.   

The òmore is moreó school has 

been generally ascendant in the first 

decade of the 21st century, partly 

driven by the requirement of the No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) that 

every teacher be certified as òhighly 

qualified.ó  It takes several years to 

obtain a teaching credential through 

normal channels, and teacher 

credentials are increasingly subject-

specific.  The rationale for such 

credential requirements is to protect 

children from unqualified teachers. 

The òless is moreó reformers argue 

that complex credential requirements 

deter good people from teaching.  

These reformers look to speed the 

path to a credential for people they 

believe have the right stuff.   

Retention  

Many reformers express concern 

about turnover in the teaching 

profession.  On average, pre-

retirement turnover at about 6%12 is 

about the same as most employment, 

but averages conceal variations.  

Turnover tends to be much higher in 

high-poverty and high-minority 

schools where working conditions for 

teachers are worst.  Nationally, about 

half of teachers depart the profession 

within five years.   
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To make matters worse, teachers of 

the Baby Boom generation will soon 

reach retirement age, and the structure 

of the state teacher retirement system 

creates strong disincentives for 

teachers to work more than 37 years in 

the system.   

Some question whether teacher 

retention is an appropriate goal on its 

own, however, since not all 

experienced teachers are equally 

effective with students.   
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Distribution  

Schools with high concentrations of 

low income and minority students 

need effective and well-prepared 

teachers.  However, these schools 

often have some of the toughest 

working conditions in the education 

system.  Within a few years, teachers in 

many of these schools either leave the 

profession or move to a school where 

there are fewer distractions and more 

support.  The Center for the Future of 

Teaching and Learning (CFTL) calls 

this phenomenon maldistribution of 

teaching talent.   

Reformers interested redistribution 

of talent emphasize a combination of 

òpushó or òpulló approaches.  òPushó 

approaches assign teachers to schools, 

changing collective bargaining 

agreements where necessary to 

increase the power of the district plan 

the deployment of human resources 

centrally.   

òPulló approaches use incentives of 

various kinds to attract experienced or 

effective teachers to choose such 

assignments on their own.  Such 

incentives include promises about 

working conditions, recruitment of a 

strong school leader, arrangements to 

move teachers as a group, reduced or 

flexible work assignments, and 

increased compensation. 

Teacher development  and 
collaboration  

Professional development is a broad term 

that encompasses both training that 

teachers receive through their 

employers as well as other training-for-

pay or training-for-credit.  At its best, 

professional development helps 

prepare teachers to address the 

challenges of their work and the 

expectations of Californiaõs 

educational standards.  At its worst, it 

distracts from the real work of 

teaching children.   

Teachers pay for some of their own 

professional development in the form 

of continuing education.  Incentives 

for this education are built into the 

salary schedule; by earning additional 

credits, teachers qualify for additional 

pay. 

Many have observed that successful 

schools have the feeling of 

òcommunities of learning,ó where 

professional development and inquiry 

are integrated with the activities of 

teaching.  Such collaboration is hard to 

put into practice for many reasons, 

beginning with the limitations of time.  

Collaboration, prep, staff development 

and meeting time are all negotiated 

elements of the teacher contract.  

When budgets are tight, districts and 

unions safeguard classroom time as 

their top priority.  In those 

circumstances, time for non-

instructional work tends to be 

squeezed.   

Health Benefits  

Like all employers, school districts 

are struggling to address spiraling 

health care costs.  One reform option 

in this area would be to collectivize 

health benefits at the state level rather 

than leaving them to the discretion of 

local district negotiations.  Another 

would be to include coverage for 

teachers in a larger health care reform 

solution.   

Districts that were slow to drop the 

practice of offering lifetime health 

benefits are grappling with expanding 

liabilities that are gradually consuming 

funds that would otherwise go to the 

classroom.  Across the state, the total 

unfunded liability for such contract-

guaranteed benefits has been estimated 

to exceed $20 billion (the vast majority 

of it in one district ð Los Angeles 

Unified).  The Bay Area does not have 

many districts with serious challenges 

in this area, but there is a long term 

risk that these unfunded liabilities 

could become a state obligation.   

Teacher preparation and 
induction  

Californiaõs teacher credentialing 

system does not have many passionate 

defenders.  Few believe that the 

system produces large numbers of 

well-prepared beginning educators.  

New teachers arrive in school with 

little practical classroom experience, 

and a combination of òsink or swimó 

training and formal on-the-job training 

get them through the first few years.   

Full Circle Investment:   
New Teacher Center .   In 2006 
and 2007 Full Circle Fund 
supported the New Teacher 

Center, an organization that helps school 
districts to create effective mentorship 
programs for new teachers.   

Californiaõs Beginning Teacher Support 
and Assessment (BTSA) program is one of 
the strongest in the USA, and the work of 
organizations such as NTC have proved 
that direct support can reduce early -
career turnover rates significantly.  
Among other work, the Full Circle Fund 
project team helped NTC initiate work to 
promote funding for new teacher 
mentorship in other states.   




