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Five years ago, a statewide task force of
education leaders released recommendations
for improving outcomes for students with
disabilities. The report, One System: Reforming
Education to Serve ALL Students, recognized
that many challenges affecting special
education are shared throughout public
education and outlined a vision of a more
unified approach to problem solving.
While fully realizing this vision remains a
work in progress, the state has moved forward
in aligning school accountability and support to
focus on our highest-needs students. California
is also investing millions of dollars to narrow
achievement gaps that impact all public schools
and to strengthen programs that address such
specific issues as the teacher shortage and the
need for better early learning opportunities for
preschoolers with special needs.
The Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF)
is providing an extra $10.1 billion annually to
school districts serving low-income students,
English learners, and foster youth, many of
whom are also students with disabilities. LCFF
funds have helped to lower K–3 class sizes,
improve the culture and climate of schools, and
restore programs and positions cut during the
recession. Schools have more teachers, tutors,
counselors, librarians, nurses, psychologists,
and support staff because of LCFF.
LCFF’s school accountability tool—the
California School Dashboard—places the state’s
focus squarely on equity. Districts are evaluated
by how well specific student groups, including
students with disabilities, are performing
u
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on such indicators as graduation rates, test
scores, and suspension rates. State agencies
are working with poorly performing districts
to examine why a student group is struggling
and to integrate prevention strategies into their
existing plans for using LCFF dollars. This
approach is aligned with the statewide task
force’s vision of “general education and special
education working together seamlessly as one
system.”
As an indicator of the statewide challenges
with this work, two-thirds of the 228 districts
getting support this year were identified
because of the low-performance of students
with disabilities.
On a parallel track, the state awarded $30
million to the Orange County Department
of Education in 2015 to lead Scale-Up MTSS
(Multi-Tiered System of Support) Statewide.
This initiative is aimed at helping districts
move away from seeing students according to a
certain identification (English learner, student
with a disability, foster youth, etc.) and toward
an aligned system that focuses on individual
student needs.
Governor Brown’s budget proposal for the
upcoming fiscal year includes an additional
$235 million to address other issues related to
special education:
• A $100 million investment in proven
programs, such as teacher residency programs
and scholarships for aspiring teachers, to
help reverse the shortage of special education
teachers.
(Reflection, continued on page 6)

This issue of The EDge highlights
the changes taking place in
education in California, the vision
behind the changes, and the
approach the state is taking to
support school improvement within
the context of those changes.
Other stories tell how educational
leaders are embracing change;
and how parents, educators, and
community members can learn
about and contribute to their
schools in ways that help to create
lasting improvements and better
outcomes for all students.
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Letter from the State Director
Five years ago the Local Control Funding Formula ushered in a philosophic sea change
for public education in California. Since then, there have been many questions about
where students with disabilities fit in the equation and how we talk about them in the
context of our larger educational system. This issue of The EDge offers some of the “why”
and the “what” of that change and how seeing our students with disabilities as general
education students first will help guide the conversation.
State Board President Kirst’s thoughts on the front page offer us both hopeful and
sobering details about special education in the state: what is being done in support of
reform and what challenges lie ahead. Adding to our hope is the number of committed
people who are changing both policy and practice in service to one system of education
that equitably addresses the needs of all students.
Upheaval, uncertainty, and struggle often accompany radical change. A series of stories
(beginning on page 7) tells how leaders in the field—a parent, a teacher, two SELPA
directors, a district superintendent, and a university professor who has been instrumental
in redesigning teacher preparation programs—have met the many changes by creating
alignment across systems and carving out improved opportunities for all students.
The California Department of Education has assumed its own massive structural change
by orchestrating a wholesale internal realignment, with the goal of developing seamless
coordination and collaboration among all of its divisions. What this has meant for special
education is history making. We are now included in every meeting that addresses issues
even remotely related to students with disabilities—and we are acknowledged as a critical
voice to ensure that the needs of all students are met, including those traditionally on the
margins.
As local education agencies (LEAs) work to refine and successfully execute their Local
Control and Accountability Plans, the CDE has developed a coordinated Statewide
System of Support (see article on page 3) to help LEAs creatively adjust to this change and
enter into cycles of continuous quality improvement. This system of support adheres to
the LCFF’s philosophical underpinnings of local control and accountability by adopting
an approach that is collegial and supportive. Rather than being directive, this system is
designed to work with LEAs, with the end goal of giving all students the opportunity to
succeed in school.
This issue also highlights the background and purpose of the California School
Dashboard (see article on page 14). The information within this accountability tool will
inform everything we do: how districts refine their LCAPs to continue on a path toward
improvement or how they course-correct to ensure that they are securely on that path;
how families, students, teachers, and community members contribute to those plans; how
the Statewide System of Support marshals its resources to support struggling schools and
LEAs; and what new supports and resources the state develops based on the successes that
the Dashboard highlights. The four-page insert to this issue explains the specific features
of the Dashboard and how they can serve as vehicles for stakeholder engagement.
And there’s more. An overview of Improvement Science (see page 12) explains many of
the research-proven principles and practices that are foundational to the changes taking
place in the state. Another feature highlights research that is exploring how students who
struggle can make use of challenging learning strategies (see page 16). And we highlight
a new data tool that envisions and configures Dashboard data in creative, comprehensive,
and useful ways (see article on page 15).
Coordinated, unified, equitable. Add to that list the principles of access, inclusion, and
local control and you have the full compass of what is guiding the changes we’re seeing in
California’s system of education. The stars are aligned to realize a transformational decade
of opportunity ahead for each and every one of California’s unique learners.
.

— Kristin
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California’s New System of Support for
School Improvement
California has been reimagining its system of support
for school/district improvement
since 2013. The old approach to
strengthening public schools involved
issuing mandates and focusing primarily
on compliance, directing money mostly
through categorical funds, sending outside
assistance in to “fix” things, and generally
operating with sanctions to elicit the
“right” behavior and a “correct” response.1
The new System of Support takes a very
different approach.
“Rather than top-down, transactional
exchanges between districts and support
providers,” writes State Superintendent of
Public Instruction Tom Torlakson, “the
new system expects support providers
to work collaboratively with districts to
identify key challenges and opportunities”2
and to help districts develop the capacity
to initiate, implement, and sustain
positive and lasting change. Rather than
a checklist or set of specific directives,
California’s new System of Support offers
a compass, partnerships, and a very
hefty pack of provisions for the road to
continuous school improvement. The
system is designed to be more a hand than
a hammer.
LCFF Context
Developed as an integral part of the
Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF),
the System of Support shares the same
fundamental goal as the LCFF: to ensure
that local education agencies (LEAs:
school districts, charter schools, and
county offices of education) and schools
are successful in meeting the needs of
1. DuFour, R., & Mattos, M. (2013). How Do
Principals Really Improve Schools? Educational Leadership 70(7), 34–40. http://www.
cisdctl.com/uploads/1/3/3/4/133401/
st-dufour-mattos-article.pdf
2. Torlakson, T. (2017). California’s New Accountability System and System of Support.
CDE. https://www.cde.ca.gov/nr/el/le/
yr17ltr1002.asp
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every student they serve3 and in
preparing them for college and career,
with particular attention to ensuring
equity in learning opportunities. The
System of Support is intended to work
seamlessly with Local Control and
Accountability Plans (LCAPs) and the
California School Dashboard, reinforcing
the LCFF principle of subsidiarity, which
amounts to respecting the uniqueness of
each place and the rightness and ability of
local stakeholders to make decisions about
the education of their children.
Within this system, LEAs use their
LCAPs to set their own goals and chart
strategies for using their local talents and
resources to reach those goals. LEAs are
then responsible for making progress
toward the goals in general, and for
addressing disparities in opportunities
and outcomes among under-performing
student groups in particular, including
students with disabilities. The new
California School Dashboard4 serves as
the public record for this accountability,
highlighting strengths and weaknesses.
The System of Support operates as
a flexible and responsive vehicle for
addressing improvement efforts,
strengthening systems, and ensuring
that every school and LEA has the tools,
resources, and expertise it needs to
become more effective in serving all of its
students.5
New Levels of Coordination
The new System of Support is designed
to reduce redundancy and strengthen
capacity across both state and federal
programs and to enhance all educational
improvement efforts. The design of this
system emerged from collaboration
among the California State Board
3. CDE. Quality Schooling Framework. https://
www.cde.ca.gov/qs/
4. CDE. California School Dashboard. https://
www.caschooldashboard.org/
#/Home
5. CDE. State Priority Related Resources. https://
www.cde.ca.gov/fg/aa/lc/state
priorityresources.asp

of Education (SBE), the California
Department of Education (CDE), the
California County Superintendents
Educational Services Association
(CCSESA), and the LCFF-created
California Collaborative for Educational
Excellence (CCEE). As these entities
worked together, they clarified their roles,
identified shared principles, and integrated
previously disparate efforts. What has
emerged is a consistent and aligned vision
about the purpose, value, and structure of
the System of Support.
Three Levels of Support
California’s diversity requires a diverse
menu of responses to LEAs and schools,
whether or not they are struggling, a
menu that “provides assistance for all
districts, but has special targeted support
for districts that face significant challenges
in lifting the performance of struggling
student groups,”6 wrote Torlakson when
the Dashboard was launched. As such,
the state’s System of Support is organized
on three levels, echoing the design of a
multi-tiered system of support (MTSS)
for students, which is being implemented
statewide. The System of Support grounds
its efforts at Level One, comparable to
MTSS universal access, and offers quality
tools and strategies that are researchproven and available to everyone.
These Level One supports for districts
and schools include California’s
curriculum frameworks and instructional
materials,7 the LCAP templates and
guidance tools, the Dashboard, the ScaleUp MTSS Statewide (SUMS) tools and
resources,8 and more. For example, every
school district can use the Dashboard
6. CDE. (2017, December). California School
Dashboard Launches with Valuable Information for School Districts and a New System of
Support that Turns Data into Action. https://
www.cde.ca.gov/nr/ne/yr17/yr17rel91.asp
7. CDE. California Curriculum Frameworks
and Instructional Materials. https://www.cde.
ca.gov/ci/cr/cf/
8. For more about SUMS, go to http://www.
ocde.us/SUMS/Pages/default.aspx
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(System of Support, continued from page 3)

and the LCAP guidance tools to
continuously improve its local
plans. And every district can
use information from the
SUMS initiative to ensure
that the learning and
behavioral needs of each of
its students are addressed.
When they do these
things, districts are taking
advantage of Level One
supports.9
Level Two is called
“differentiated assistance.”10
An LEA that “fails to improve
pupil achievement across
more than one state priority for
one or more pupil subgroups,”11 as
identified in the Dashboard, becomes
eligible for this second level of support. An
LEA may also directly request Level Two
support; or a county office may provide
feedback in order to approve a school
district’s Local Control Accountability
Plan, and thus directly provide
differentiated assistance to improve the
LCAP.
The purpose of Level Two is to “provide
the appropriate ‘thought partner’” for the
district, in combination with targeted
resources, says Melanie Schoeppe, director
of CDE’s Improvement and Accountability
Division. “Our goal is to have supports in
place that help our school leaders engage
fully with stakeholders through crucial
conversations about how students are
doing, and then be able to connect them
to support options once local decisions
have been made regarding the actions and
services that will best help students.
“In some cases, Level Two supports will
help districts fine tune current [Level
One] efforts and document those changes
9. Find CDE resources for LCAPs at https://
www.cde.ca.gov/re/lc/ and WestEd’s LCAP
resources at https://lcff.wested.org/making-aplan-to-develop-the-lcap/
10. COEs must offer differentiated assistance to a
school district based on the performance level
of any student group in two or more LCFF
priority areas. EC 52071(b), 52071.5(b).
11. California Assembly Bill AB 2548, Section 52053(2). (2016). http://www.leginfo.
ca.gov/pub/15-16/bill/asm/ab_2501-2550/
ab_2548_bill_20160411_amended_asm_
v98.html
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in their LCAP annual update,” says
Schoeppe. “We’re not going after a shiny
new thing here. We already have great
[Level One] approaches that we’ve been
developing for years. In other cases, the
data analysis and conversations may
cause a district to change course so that
they can tackle an underlying cause of
student underperformance head on.
Some challenges are so systemic that you
can’t solve them by tinkering around the
edges.”
Level Two supports are not formulaic.
The state’s response to a struggling
district will be different in every case
because the place, the cause of the
problem, its history, context, students,
and resources will be different.
Level Three supports, called “intensive
intervention,” will be provided to
school districts that have “persistent
performance issues”12 in three or more
student groups that are struggling in two
or more priority areas in the Dashboard
for three consecutive years. Since the
Dashboard was just released in 2017,
it won’t be until the fall of 2019 that
LEAs will be eligible for this level of
intervention.
12. CDE. (2017). California School Dashboard
Webinar Series—Webinar #4: Statewide
System of Supports. https://www.cde.ca.gov/
ta/ac/cm/documents/statewidesystemof
support.pdf

Protocols for Support
The responsibility for providing second
and third levels of assistance begins
with county offices of education.
When a school district is identified
through the Dashboard for
differentiated assistance, the
county superintendent contacts
the district’s superintendent.
Together with county office
support, each district then works
through the following steps:
1. Engaging in data inquiry
2. Identifying the problem
3. Analyzing underlying (root)
causes
4. Reviewing effective practices or
programs that relate to local goals
5. Determining what should be done
and how
6. Developing a theory of action,
initiatives, and action plans
Once a plan is in place, the CDE,
charter authorizers, CCEE, or another
agency will be identified as responsible
for working with the LEA on the road
to improvement. As they implement the
actions and initiatives that they expect
will result in those improvements, the
LEA and supporting agency will monitor
the effects over time, adapting and
modifying plans and actions as needed
(see also the article on Improvement
Science, p. 12).
Continuous Quality
Improvement
The California Department of Education
is expecting schools and districts to use
its System of Support to continuously
improve. It is asking the same thing
of itself. The state has embedded selfevaluation and continuous quality
improvement requirements into all
aspects of its educational system—
from the School Dashboard to LCAPs
to the System of Support. While the
exact metrics for determining how the
System of Support will be evaluated are
in development, the ultimate goal is to
ensure that the system meets the needs of
LEAs—and thus of all students.
Where Does Special Education
Fit In?
Where special education fits into this
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LCFF landscape has been an important
question since the law was first passed.
Many of the rigid barriers that had
separated special education from general
education have been crumbling since
2013. Teacher preparation programs,
professional development initiatives,
classrooms, levels of instructional rigor—
all of which typically had been distinctly
separate between the two “educations”—
are becoming more inclusive, coherent,
and unified. Yet while the LCFF also
dissolved many of the state’s categorical
funding streams, the law did not touch
special education dollars, which remain a
specific “categorical.”
Under the LCFF, more money is weighted
toward some statutorily designated
student groups who traditionally underperform: students living in poverty,
English language learners, and children in
foster care. But students with disabilities
are not considered a weighted student
group under LCFF, despite the most recent
rankings in the Dashboard showing that
the majority of LEAs that qualify for
differentiated assistance are identified
because of the underperformance of
students with disabilities.
CDE’s Special Education Division
Director Kristin

A
Closer
Look
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education classroom, using general
education curriculum and funds and
yielding educational benefit.
A longtime proponent of universal design
for learning (UDL), Wright holds up UDL
as a critical foundation for delivering
quality general education and a first
principle for ensuring equity. UDL, she
says, “serves to operationalize education
access and equity in the classroom and
helps teachers reach a maximum number
of learners in their lessons, thus allowing
more students to access the general
education curriculum and environment.
Then, special educators can use their skills
and training to augment an already robust
and accessible curriculum and instruction,
maximizing their time and effort.”
Wright has ready data in favor of
eliminating categorical thinking and
educating the individual child. “Students
with disabilities are often not just students
with disabilities. They also belong to other
student groups,” she said in January. The
numbers are clear: 12 percent of students
who live in poverty in California are also
students who have a disability; 15 percent
of English language learners are also
students who have a disability; and 25
percent of students in foster care have a
qualifying disability. In total, 70 percent of
(System of Support, continued on page 6)

Root Cause Analysis

We all know that
mowing down a
weed will only remove the top, and only
temporarily. Achieving the best results
requires going deeper—a principle that also
applies to problems in education. To get to
the true source of their challenges, many
schools are using “root cause analysis” in
their efforts to improve.
Root cause analysis is a systematic,
disciplined, and thoughtful approach to
finding and addressing the true cause of
an event or problem. While it can also
be used to identify the source of why
things are going well, this approach to
problem solving is most typically used
within school improvement efforts. It
involves identifying, understanding, and
defining the problem; understanding the
u

Wright cautions against jumping to
easy conclusions from these facts. “We
want to be careful of running the risk
of blaming a particular student group”
for a school’s eligibility for differentiated
assistance. The most vulnerable students
are often “canaries in the coal mine,” and
their presence in the Dashboard offers
important clues worthy of additional
analyses. Ultimately, what she and
others at CDE envision is a system that
is capable of meeting the unique needs
of each and every student. Highlighting
and then unpacking the data from the
new Dashboard is a critical step toward
meeting those needs.
This vision echoes the original intents
of IDEA and its parent law, PL 94-142. In
1975, the Education for All Handicapped
Children Act mandated “special education
[that] is a service, not a place,” and
referred to students with disabilities as
general education students first. The law
provided incentive money to help states
pay for the cost of special services, not
to create a separate system. The law also
mandated—and still requires—students
with disabilities to be educated in the
“least restrictive environment,” which
subsequent reauthorizations and court
orders have defined as the general

system that is generating the undesired
results; recognizing the root cause(s);
designing and implementing action plans
to address the cause; and then continuously
monitoring the system to ensure that the
plans are delivering the desired results.
Data are essential for understanding
and informing all parts of this process.
Data also serve to lessen the influence of
emotion, habit, or convenience on the
important decisions that are necessary to
effect true and lasting change.
The Oakland Unified School District
has used root cause analysis extensively
to develop methods for making sense
of data and using that data for school
improvement (Oakland’s tools and
methods are available online at http://
qualitycommunityschools.weebly.com/

data-protocols.html). Two specific
techniques are frequently used within the
analysis process to distinguish between the
root cause of the problem and symptoms
of the problem: The Five Whys and the
Fishbone.1
An invaluable tool for any school
improvement effort, root cause analysis
helps to avoid expedient but temporary
solutions. And it can be a “powerful
approach to producing significant long
term performance improvement”2
wherever it’s applied. t
1. See https://www.bulsuk.com/2009/08/usingfishbone-diagram-to-perform-5-why.html
2. Vorley, Geoff. (20008). Mini-guide to Root
Cause Analysis. http://www.root-causeanalysis.co.uk/images/Green%20RCA%20
mini%20guide%20v5%20small.pdf
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(System of Support, continued from page 5)

all students in the state who receive special
education services belong to one or more
of these other student groups. The LCFF
allotted more education dollars to these
three other groups; it stands to reason that
students with disabilities, who are also
members of one of the LCFF groups, merit
those additional dollars and should benefit
from the programs and support these
dollars provide.
The director of the California
Collaboration for Educational Excellence
(CCEE), Carl Cohn, sees an opportunity
in the numbers. The many districts
with students with disabilities who are
struggling offer “a unique opportunity
. . . to take on a long overdue challenge of
reforming our special education system.”13
And he sees that reform starting in general
education. Cohn frequently refers to the
final 2015 report of the California Task
Force on Special Education, which he
co-chaired, and which called for “one
coherent system,” where “all children and
students with disabilities are considered
general education students first; and all
educators, regardless of which students
they are assigned to serve, have a collective
13. Cohn, C. (2017). The urgent need for a
system of support for California schools.
EdSource. https://edsource.org/2017/theurgent-need-for-a-system-of-support-forcalifornia-schools/591294

responsibility to see that all children
receive the education and the supports
they need to maximize their development
and potential, allowing them to participate
meaningfully in the nation’s economy and
democracy.”
This appears to be where the state is
heading and what it is modeling in its
System of Support.
Parallel Process
As the state streamlines, strengthens, and
coordinates its System of Support within
general education restructuring efforts,
Wright and her staff are “looking at the
Special Education Division’s (SED) role
in the same way. We don’t want to create
a bifurcated system as we try to connect
with it.”
At Wright’s direction, and in an effort to
create a more unified System of Support,
the SED is reconfiguring its staff and
its Focused Monitoring and Technical
Assistance (FMTA) Units. One of the
SED’s current goals is to develop more
efficient and transparent support and
monitoring activities, with assistance
driven by data and guided by processes
of continuous quality improvement. The
division also is working to develop greater
expertise for addressing special-educationspecific challenges and for developing and
deploying cross-disciplinary teams skilled

in collaboration and alignment across the
various monitoring and TA activities. As it
consolidates the Web presence of its many
technical assistance centers onto one Web
site, the SED’s goal is to create an efficient,
online, one-stop shop for every kind of
resource that the state makes available for
introducing, strengthening, and sustaining
improvement efforts, particularly as they
advance school outcomes for students
with disabilities.
Special Education Local Plan
Areas (SELPAs) serve as California’s
intermediary agencies to ensure the
provision of special education under
IDEA. Wright sees the SELPA role as
expanding, particularly in light of the
immense need for special education
support across the state that has been
illuminated on the Dashboard. She sees
SELPAs as critical statewide partners in
this work.
CDE, county offices of education, and the
CCEE intend to support LEAs as unique
entities, assisting them in recognizing
their own strengths, addressing their
own challenges, and developing their
own customized plans—a kind of
Individualized Education Program of
their own. This approach—collaborative,
individualized, thoughtful, rigorous—
continues to define the California Way. t

Reflection, continued from page 1
• Another $125 million in one-time
funding to provide settings for inclusive
education and care for children 0 to 5
years old, especially for students with
disabilities in low-income areas.
• And $10 million for SELPAs (Special
Education Local Planning Areas) and
county offices of education to work
together on academic plans for students
with disabilities.
Finally, the California Commission
on Teacher Credentialing is making big
changes to how special education teachers
are trained—a move that is designed
to further efforts to integrate students
with disabilities into general education
classrooms. Under the plan, all aspiring
special education and general education
teachers would take foundational courses
u
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on instructional techniques and skills,
including classroom management and
lesson planning. From there, teachers
could specialize in an academic area or in
the teaching of students with disabilities.
The goal is to prepare all teachers for
all students with diverse backgrounds,
including English learners and students
with disabilities.
Work that remains to be done includes
changes to the way federal and state
special education funds are managed
and distributed, an issue that both the
task force and the Public Policy Institute
of California have highlighted. Reports
from both groups suggest a rethinking
of the SELPA system. Changes to the
system continue to be under intense
discussion, as any move to shake up the

status quo needs to be made carefully and
thoughtfully.
We know that turning ideas into reality
and policy into practice can create tension
and unease. Throughout our process,
however, I have been regularly inspired by
how educational leaders in every sector
have redefined change as a welcomed
challenge. Californians are moving ahead
with patience, persistence, and humility
as we devise new ways of working
together to create this unified system.
My hope is that we remain true to the
task force’s vision of equity and access
for all. If so, we are sure to continuously
improve, and we can all then rest assured
that we have done our best to craft a
future of hope and promise for all of our
children. And that is the whole point. t
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What Change Looks Like: Profiles of Educational Leaders
California schools have seen massive change within the past ten years: new state standards for learning, new curriculum guidelines, new
assessments, new accountability tools, new planning protocols, and new funding patterns, not to mention a new vision of “one system of
education designed to serve all students.” What are the people who are most directly affected by this new landscape doing in response?
The following stories profile how five leaders—a parent, a teacher, two directors of Special Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAs),
a school superintendent, and a university professor involved in teacher credentialing—are addressing the many challenges and
opportunities that these changes present.

A Parent’s Story

u

JoAnna VanBrusselen is busy these
days encouraging parents of students
with disabilities to “open their minds to
general education classes.” As the state
moves toward one system of education
for all students, and to educating more
students with disabilities in general
education classrooms and settings, many
of the parents she mentors “are concerned
about not having special day classes,1” she
says. “But I encourage them to visit the
school, visit classrooms, and remember
that the school has to accommodate the
needs of your child.”
It’s a process VanBrusselen knows well.
Her daughter Iolani, now 8, was born
with multiple disabilities but has been
in a full-inclusion general education
classroom, with pullout services, since
kindergarten. “I wanted my child to
have more options; I had to fight for that
placement,” she recalls.
Parent Involvement
Now, as coordinator of the Parent
Mentor Program at the nonprofit
Support for Families of Children With

Disabilities,2 she is helping other parents
navigate the educational system in
San Francisco and advocate for their
children with disabilities. And she is
representing their interests as one of three
parent representatives on the taskforce
developing the Local Control and
Accountability Plan (LCAP) for the San
Francisco Unified School District.
The rollout of the LCAP—the goals,
actions, services, and expenditures to
support student outcomes—has been
slow, VanBrusselen says, but she sees
“positive changes. More parents are going
to school board meetings and being more
vocal; they are part of the community
that is creating the LCAP. ”
In support of this involvement, the
taskforce is holding focus groups,
asking parents what their priorities
are, and forwarding the results to the
San Francisco Board of Education. The
issues that arise most often have to
do with housing, transportation, high
truancy rates, and reclassification of
English-language learners as fluent. The
focus groups, she says, target all the

1. A “special day class” is a special education class
that is self-contained, and where students with
disabilities are provided intensive services and
supports. Students are typically in these classes
for more than 50 percent of their day.

2. Support for Families of Children With
Disabilities serves parents of children with
disabilities, their children, and the teachers
who work with them. Learn more at https://
www.supportforfamilies.org
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demographic groups in San Francisco:
“We want those voices in the LCAP.”
Speaking for herself and the other
parents on the taskforce, Van Brusselen
says, “we work together with community
leaders and the school district to make
sure we are highlighting the needs of the
most vulnerable students very clearly so
that those [needs] will be goals to work
towards, and making sure that funding
is going to those groups to close the
achievement gap.
“And we want to make sure that the
LCAP is completely transparent and in
language that all parents can understand.”
Parent Mentoring
At Support for Families in San
Francisco’s Mission District,
VanBrusselen, who grew up speaking
Spanish at home, coordinates the
Spanish-language parent-mentoring
program. “I knew how to navigate the
system, and I could train other parents
and support them in advocating for their
children,” she says. Most of her clients are
immigrants. “The system is challenging
as it is, but more so when you worry
about your legal status or face language
barriers.”
“As a parent,” she says, “you may not
want to push your child too much.” At
the same time, it might be the parent who
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“just needs a push to seek inclusion for
their child.” While it is the school district’s
responsibility to ensure that families
are knowledgeable about changes to the
system, VanBrusselen urges parents to take
the initiative. “The school may not seek
you out, but there are lots of opportunities
to be involved. Get informed; don’t be
afraid to ask questions; take workshops
at Family Resource Centers. I know this
is a challenge for non-English-speaking
parents, and translation services should
always be available.“
Her own involvement includes serving
as chair of the Parent Advisory Council
for San Francisco Unified and as president
of the School Site Council at Flynn

Elementary, her daughter’s school.
In all of these roles Van Brusselen is
representing and supporting the voice
of parents in the new inclusive system of
education, a system that she says will make
a difference for students with disabilities—
and for their peers. “It gives [students with
disabilities] more access to opportunities
that they might not be afforded if they only
stay in a segregated special day class.”
She acknowledges that some students
may benefit from the services of a separate
class, but “I believe that having access to
inclusion will be beneficial not only to
students with disabilities but also to the
children in general education.” Sharing a
classroom, she says, “will open their minds

to differences being normalized.”
That’s what she wants other parents to
believe, too. And, she says, research shows
that “the more family engagement, the
higher success rate for students.” t
Resources
fThe
f California PTA has developed
resources for parents on how to get
involved in their district’s LCAP: http://
capta.org/focus-areas/lcfflcap/
fUse
f the Fair Share 4 Kids Tool Kit to learn
about and navigate the LCAP process at
http://fairshare4kids.org/toolkit/
fThe
f CDE answers frequently asked
questions about LCAP parent
engagement at https://www.cde.ca.gov/
fg/aa/lc/lcfffaq.asp#PCE

A Teacher’s Story
Megan Gross was a California Teacher
of the Year in 2017 and represented the
state at the National Teacher of the Year
awards in Washington, DC. She used
that platform to talk about her passion:
inclusive education. A special education
teacher at Del Norte High School in San
Diego, Gross says the award “offered the
opportunity to have conversations about
inclusion at the state and national levels. I
see this as an equity issue.”
That’s how she sees inclusion on the
local level, too. At Del Norte, which is
part of the Poway Unified School District,
Gross teaches students who are on the
autism spectrum with moderate to severe
disabilities. “My students face the same
kinds of challenges as other students.
I want them to have
access to the high
school experience, to be
actively engaged, and to
be included in gradelevel learning.“
Vision vs. Reality
California’s One
System of Education
embodies those
aspirations. “I love the
vision that everyone
is a general education
student first.” But, she
says, “there is often a
disconnect between the
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state vision and local application.”
Gross sees two main challenges to
realizing this One System vision. On the
practical level, “There has to be more
training and professional development
for teachers and administrators, many
of whom have not had the educational
experience of inclusion.” And on the
more subjective level, “Attitudes and
mindsets will have to change because
special education has been treated as
a separate entity, and there are biases
against people with disabilities. Educators
and administrators need to believe that
everyone can learn and that inclusion is
the right thing to do.”
Bridging the Gap
The district’s Local Control and

Accountability Plan (LCAP) could
turn the vision into goals and actions.
Each principal in the Poway district is
responsible for involving the community
in the LCAP process. “Our principal
hosted all school staff and invited parents
to a morning brainstorm of our LCAP
priorities. It was our first year doing this,”
Gross says. “I hope we really look at our
K–12 curriculum and instruction as
inclusive.”
Having a plan is just a start, she says.
“Then we need strong leadership,
consistency of vision, and professional
development in line with the LCAP.”
Funding Issues
Gross says she wishes the new Local
Control Funding Formula (LCFF) had
recognized special education
as a discrete funding category.
Poway Unified, with 30,000
students at 39 sites, “will
lose money under the LCFF,”
she says. “We don’t have
enough students in the three
categories (low income,
English-language learners, and
foster youth) that the LCFF
cites for special funding.”
And yet the special education
budget is growing. “A greater
number of students are being
identified early and classified,”
she says, “and parents are
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more educated about their rights and
their children’s rights [to receive services].
This is absolutely what should be
happening, but there is a cost.”
In response, the Poway School Board
commissioned a study of special
education services and budget by the
state’s Fiscal Crisis and Management
Assistance Team, which offers guidance
to local education agencies in the areas
of business and financial management.
Gross serves as member of the district’s
Special Education Advisory Committee,
which was created in response to
the study. “It is comprised of all the
stakeholders—general and special
education teachers, administrators,
support staff, parents, transportation staff,
and district office staff. My hope is for our
work to lead to change in how we serve
students, with a focus on inclusion rather
than segregated programs.”
Inclusion, Collaboration, and
Mutual Support
This is Gross’ tenth year as a special
education teacher, the past five at Del

Norte. As part of her nomination for
teacher of the year, Principal Greg Mizel
wrote: “Mrs. Gross has worked diligently
to create a positive, inclusive, and
productive learning environment for her
students.” Her classroom, the nomination
noted, is a place where students “can
access the resources they need to thrive
academically and socially in general
education settings.”

Educators need to believe that
everyone can learn and that
inclusion is the right thing to do.
Today her students with moderate to
severe disabilities are in general education
settings “at least 40 percent of the time,
and often more. It depends upon the
needs of the student. One student is in
general education 80 percent of his day. ”
And Gross spends 25 percent of her
day co-teaching in a general education
classroom. She envisions more. With

adequate time given to collaborative
training for general and special education
teachers, she says, “I see the potential
to bring us together if we’re not scared
of it. If we support each other and work
together, it has so much potential for our
students and for us.”
And though her reign as Teacher of
the Year is over, she wants to keep the
broader conversations going—and not
just with educators. “We have to get out
of our boxes and invite people who aren’t
educators into our classrooms, because
they are the ones writing policy.” t
Resources
fSchool
f
Climate, LCAP, and the Safe
and Supportive School Project is at
http://californias3.wested.org
fAn
f LCFF Guide from EDSource is at
https://edsource.org/2016/local-controlfunding-formula-guide-lcff/89272
fLCAP
f
resources and templates
from the California Department of
Education are at https://www.cde.
ca.gov/re/lc/

Two SELPA Directors’ Story
The basic function of a Special Education
Local Plan Area (SELPA) continues as
California moves toward One System
of Education for all students. SELPAs
will still guarantee that all students with
disabilities receive the services they
need. What is changing is the SELPAs’
relationships with other components of
the educational system, along with its
concerted effort to describe more clearly a
SELPA’s role in the changing landscape.
“We’re looking at the things we’ve
always being doing—local plans,
accountability metrics—in a new way,”
says Jim Anderson, chair of the SELPA
Administrators Association of California
and director of two SELPAS in Los
Angeles County. “The ongoing and
important shift from what some have
called a singular focus on compliance
within special education to an expanded
focus toward improved student outcomes
has nurtured relationships with other
entities. How do we do this work in
alignment with them?”
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Increased Collaboration and
Alignment
SELPA directors, he says, are
collaborating with such agencies as
county offices of education, local
education agencies (LEAs), the California
Department of Education, and the
California Collaborative for Educational
Excellence, while working toward “one
coherent, aligned system of support for all
students.”

We’re working toward
one coherent,
aligned system of support
for all students.
Anderson and Heather DiFede, chair
elect of the SELPA Administrators
Association and director of the East
County SELPA in San Diego County, say
this work may look different across the
state. As the LEAs develop their individual

Local Control and Accountability
Plans (LCAPs)—the goals, services,
and expenditures to support student
outcomes—“each district is involving
their SELPAs as they locally decide,”
says DiFede. But the state association is
working to “develop alignment between
the numerous accountability initiatives
SELPAs are responsible for now, and
mapping them to the LCAP process,” says
Anderson.
Individual SELPAs also are participating
in such efforts and innovations as Scaleup MTSS and the new California School
Dashboard in a way that meets local
needs. Again, implementation “likely
will look very different across the state,”
says Anderson. “SELPAs are wanting
general education to take the lead on
MTSS,” says DiFede. “When RtI [response
to intervention] was introduced, many
special education departments took the
lead and there was limited ownership by
general education. RtI became seen as an
extension of special education” instead
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of as a system to benefit all struggling
learners.
New Focus for Data
As for the use of data, Anderson notes,
“Previously, data was pulled to point out
where the mark was missed.” Now with
the Dashboard “data is used to highlight
patterns of strength and needs. It’s the
same process with a different focus that
is more in line with a growth mindset
model.”
Re-envisioning SELPAs
Anderson says the new educational focus
offers SELPAs the opportunity to remind
all stakeholders of the role they play.
“Starting last spring, the Department of
Finance held stakeholder input meetings
around special education funding,”
he says. “This engagement revealed
a need to expand the understanding
and awareness in the special education
community of the purpose SELPAs serve
for parents and LEAs.” As a result, the
SELPA Administrators Association has
developed a toolkit for local SELPAs. It
includes a communication plan, Web

site template, white paper, primer, and
talking points—all designed to increase
understanding of the SELPA’s role in
special education and how that fits into
the One System vision.
The SELPA Association has also begun
work on revising the Annual Budget
Plan “to make it more understandable
for the required annual public hearing,”
Anderson says. The current version
“uses antiquated language and is not
user friendly. And when some of the
proposals in the governor’s budget also
revealed some gaps in understanding
the differences between a SELPA Local
Plan and the newer LCAPs, we are
again engaging with all stakeholders
to discuss these differences and work
towards changing what needs to be
changed as we move toward one
coherent system.”
The challenge going forward,
Anderson says, is “making sure we have
an adequate pool of well-trained special
education teachers and adequate special
education funding.”

But some benefits of the new system
are already evident. As association
chair, Anderson says, “I am hearing
from SELPAs across the state about
conversations between special education
and general education departments
that have not previously occurred.” This
expanding collaboration ensures that
students with disabilities “have improved
access, opportunity, and outcomes”
and suggests a “beneficial and exciting
synergism.”
Adds DiFede: “The national focus on
outcomes, the integration of general
and special education at the state level,
and the alignment toward one system
ensure that our students are not on the
periphery, that they are first considered
part of the school community.” t
Resources
fThe
f California Department of
Education explains SELPAs at https://
www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/caselpas.asp
fThe
f Web site for the SELPA
Administrators Association of
California is at http://www.selpa.info

A District Superintendent’s Story
California’s vision of One System
of Education is consistent with Jorge
Aguilar’s own philosophy of education:
that all students should graduate from the
K–12 system with the greatest number of
postsecondary options. He brought that
philosophy with him to Sacramento City
Unified School District in 2017, when
he became that vast, diverse district’s
superintendent.
Aguilar also brought a proven record of
using data to improve student outcomes.
As associate superintendent
for equity and access at Fresno
Unified, he led efforts that used
data to increase graduation rates
and to cut dropout rates almost
in half.
“A school system should treat
data with respect,” he says. “I’ve
made use of data to identify
inequities. I don’t see it as
numbers but as a reflection
of one student at a time. Data
can show injustice and our
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obligation to change those conditions.”
Aguilar participated in the state
superintendent of public instruction’s
Advisory Task Force on Accountability
and Continuous Improvement, which
developed a new accountability system
that informed the California School
Dashboard. “It’s a foundation,” he says.
“We build on that. We’re measuring more
data elements,” such as whether students
are meeting kindergarten or middle
school readiness standards.

Disciplined Inquiry
While the data may show where a
problem exists, Aguilar brings a unique
perspective to solving the problem. He
channels the Albert Einstein quote: If I
had an hour to solve a problem, I’d spend
55 minutes thinking about the problem
and 5 minutes thinking about solutions.
“The number of students demonstrating
third-grade readiness in Sacramento
City Unified is lower than 20 percent,” he
says. “I want to create a culture where we
understand why this is happening,
where we wait to understand the
system before coming up with the
solution. We have to keep in mind
that even the best strategy won’t
overcome a culture that doesn’t adopt
a disciplined approach to inquiry.”
One of Aguilar’s first major
innovations as superintendent was
to combine three separate budgeting
processes—the Single Plan for Student
Achievement, the Local Control and
Accountability Plan (LCAP), and the
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district budget—into one. “All three of
these processes deal with the management
of resources,” he says. “We decided to
integrate them into one process so the
community can better engage with the
district around these discussions of
resource allocation.”
The district is working with communitybased organizations to co-create
workshops for parents on the integrated
budget process. “I strongly think we
need to empower parents to better
understand this process,” he says, adding
that “it’s important to distinguish parental
involvement from parental empowerment.
Parental involvement is when a parent
shows up to a meeting or is present
in school activities or processes. An
empowered parent is one who has the
information, know-how, and resources
to help their student succeed within
the K–12 system or make the system
address the needs of their student.” And,
he notes, “If you are willing to empower
parents, that means you are committed to
transparency.”
Collaboration Across Sectors
One of the principles that Aguilar
and his district hold is that all students
must have an equal opportunity to
graduate. Working from that conviction,
Sacramento City Unified has entered into
an agreement with several area colleges

and universities, including UC-Davis
and Sacramento State, to collect and
share data. The goal is to better enable
the district to identify the challenges
that prevent students from earning a
high school diploma and transitioning
successfully to a college or university.

If I had an hour to solve
a problem, I’d spend 55
minutes thinking about the
problem and 5 minutes
thinking about solutions.
“This agreement,” Aguilar says, “will help
the district identify barriers to college
success and align our systems in a way
that ensures students will experience a
seamless transition from high school
into and through higher education.” The
district, he notes, “is currently looking at
how we are providing the right support
for students with disabilities to be able to
graduate.”
Sacramento Unified will receive
additional resources through the Local
Control Funding Formula, which singles
out low-income students, Englishlanguage learners, and foster youth for

separate funding. But, says, Aguilar,
“I follow the spirit of the LCFF, which
calls on us to pay attention to the students
with the greatest needs.” And as the
district develops its LCAP, “We’re looking
closely at disproportionality for students
with special needs, African-American
students, and commercially sexually
exploited students.”
As he was getting to know his sprawling
district and its more than 4,000
employees, Aguilar began writing a
weekly “Dear Colleagues” email to the
staff. In a recent message he described a
visit to a special day class, the release of
a study on the status of Latino students
in California, and meetings with all site
principals on system design changes to
address issues of equity, access, and social
justice.
With his first year in Sacramento coming
to a close, Aguilar says, “I’m proud to lead
a district that values all students.” t
Resources
fFind
f an example of Sacramento City
Schools’ “Superintendent’s Corner” at
http://www.scusd.edu/e-connectionspost/superintendents-corner-weekmarch-5th
fRead
f more about Jorge Aguilar’s vision
for Sacramento City Schools at http://
www.sacbee.com/news/local/education/
article179012211.html

A Vice-Chancellor’s Story
There’s a major cultural shift taking place
in teacher preparation programs across
the state, says Marquita Grenot-Scheyer.
California’s One System of Education
for all students means a “big change
for educators,” says Grenot-Scheyer,
assistant vice chancellor of the California
State University (CSU) system. “It’s
revolutionary that we as a field agree that
every teacher has to know and be able to
do” a common set of knowledge and skills
that enable them to serve all students in a
general education setting to the greatest
extent possible. “Faculty with different
disciplinary expertise will have to
collaborate so that each learner is served
well by all the personnel in school.”
The Common Trunk Difference
That “common trunk” of knowledge and
u
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skills for all teachers was approved by
the California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing in a set of Teaching
Performance Expectations (TPEs) that
include engaging and supporting all
students in learning and understanding,
as well as organizing subject matter for
student learning. “If we infuse the new
TPEs in teacher education, it will make
a qualitative difference” for teachers and
students, Grenot-Scheyer says.
Innovative Teacher
Preparation
In her role in the chancellor’s office,
Grenot-Scheyer directs the Teacher
Education and Public School Program
and supports educator preparation
programs at the 23 CSU campuses. She
holds a PhD in special education and was

a special education teacher in the Los
Angeles Unified School District for nine
years. Prior to joining the chancellor’s
office in 2016, she was dean of education
at CSU Long Beach, where she brought
faculty from many disciplines together to
create a five-year, dual-credential program
that combined the requirements for both
general and special education credentials
in a single program.
The first cohort of 10 students in the
program has graduated, and its members
are teaching at various schools in
southern California. A full complement
of 25 students is enrolled in the program
this year. CSU Long Beach is beginning
a formal evaluation of the program this
spring, asking such questions as, “Are
these students qualitatively different in
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knowledge and skills? What is the
nature of that difference?”
Not every CSU campus has a
dual-credential program, but “there
are innovations in teacher training
across the campuses,” GrenotScheyer says. “Many have inclusive,
integrated teacher preparation
programs. There are many
partnerships between general and
special education, and multiple ways
of preparing teachers in one system.”
Many of these teachers-to-be are
embedded in a school for a full year.
“They have deep clinical experiences
so they can test what they are learning.
They sit with grade-level teams and look at
data together. They see how to use data to
make changes in instruction. They share in
assessments and progress monitoring; they
learn how to work effectively with families.”
And because they have experienced
collaborative teaching from their own
college faculty, “They see what it’s like for
general and special education teachers to
come together” in K–12 schools.
In the chancellor’s office Grenot-Scheyer
focuses on four broad priorities: ensuring
educator quality, ensuring diversity and
quality candidates, ensuring accountability,
and addressing the teacher shortage.

*

What’s Trending? Improvement Science

Schools are complicated places. Efforts to
change them are typically slow. And even
the most exciting research-proven practice
is not easy to implement—and often does
not deliver the results we want. In order
to avoid frustration and see real progress,
schools and policymakers are paying
attention to Improvement Science. This
field of study offers a new way to think
about how to make positive change within
complex systems.
The guidelines of Improvement Science
join a sense of urgency with a new
understanding of how to ensure progress
for schools—and make the efforts of
educational leaders more worthwhile for
u
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regarding effective residency
models.”
The challenge going
forward in preparing
teachers for one system of
education is “providing time
and resources for faculty
from different disciplines
to come together, to have
many conversations over
time.” Grenot-Scheyer says.
“Currently they are taught
their disciplines; very few
programs include how to
work with other adults in
Budget Boost
the classroom. It’s about respecting the
She says she is “very pleased” that
expertise of others. How do we help our
Governor Brown’s recent budget proposal
faculty to have these conversations?” t
includes $100 million to address the
Resources
shortage of special education teachers
fThe
f University of Virginia offers tools
in the state. Half of the money will
for resolving some of the challenges of
establish teacher residencies and a oneco-teaching at http://faculty.virginia.
year mentoring program for teachers
edu/coteaching/strategies2.html
in training. The other $50 million is for
fEdutopia
f
explores the challenges and
competitive grants to districts proposing
awards of collaborative teaching
solutions to the shortage of special
at https://www.edutopia.org/blog/
education teachers.
collaborative-team-teaching“We at CSU will be looking forward
challenges-rewards-marisa-kaplan
to partnering with our school district
fThe
f California Faculty Collaborative
colleagues, especially regarding developing
offers online tools to support difficult
new residency programs together,”
conversations of all kinds at www.
she says. “Our campuses have deep
calfaccollab.org/difficult-conversationsexperiences to share and best practices
in-the-classroom.html

students, teachers, and communities.
What’s more, these guidelines work. One
struggling school district in Wisconsin
saw Advanced Placement participation
jump by “157 percent, while the passing
rate increased by 179 percent; and
suspensions fell by nearly two-thirds” after
applying methodologies of Improvement
Science.1 And this district does not seem
to be an outlier. Dozens of other schools
throughout the country are realizing the
1. Baron, K. (2017). Two Wisconsin School
Districts Pave an Early Path to Continuous
Improvement. https://www.carnegie
foundation.org/blog/two-wisconsin-schooldistricts-pave-an-early-path-to-continuousimprovement/

benefits of this field’s discoveries.2
Background
Every educator knows that just doing
things differently and adding more parts,
even when they are the right things and
the best parts, does not ensure a better
result. Research bears this out. Bridging
the chasm “between what we sought and
what we could routinely achieve” is the
goal of Anthony Byrk, president of the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching. What Byrk advocates is “an
improvement paradigm [that] directs us to
2. Read about other participating schools at
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/inaction/carnegie-math-pathways/
participating-institutions/
(continued on the next page)
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learn fast in order to implement well under
a variety of conditions and contexts.” He
predicts that “failure to follow this dictum
. . . will continue to relegate seemingly
good ideas to the ever growing waste heap
of promises unfulfilled.”3
This paradigm—Improvement Science—
gives schools a structure for learning to
be more effective for more students, for
becoming more efficient in how they
use their resources, and for preparing
all students for adult life. Improvement
Science also honors the importance of
local details and the urgency of the change
needed. It dovetails neatly with principles
of California’s Local Control Funding
Formula: subsidiarity and equity.
Features
Many of the underpinnings of
Improvement Science emerged from the
work of Implementation Science, which
explores “what inhibits practitioners
from implementing programs in the ways
researchers and policy makers intended.”4
Implementation Science also examined
why promising strategies succeeded
in some places and failed in others. In
general, this parent field of Improvement
Science found that, to be successful
anywhere, a new system, strategy, or
approach must
• address an authentic need;
• align and work in concert with current
initiatives;
• be sustained over time—with resources
available to make that possible;
• use data that is regularly collected and
analyzed to show need, reflect progress,
inform interventions, and record results;
and
• be implemented by people who have
experience with the practice and who
receive real-time coaching and support
in their efforts to use it.
Byrk and colleagues at the Carnegie
Foundation advanced their theory
3. Byrk, A. (2015). “Accelerating How We Learn to
Improve.” Stanford, CA: Carnegie Foundation
for the Advancement of Teaching. Educational
Researcher, 467. https://www.carnegie
foundation.org/resources/publications/
accelerating-how-we-learn-to-improve/
4. Carolina Public Health (2012). Implementation
Science—Translating research into real-world
solutions. http://sph.unc.edu/files/2013/07/
implementation_science.pdf

u

PAGE 13

of system improvement by pushing
implementation efforts further: they
confronted the difference “between
knowledge that something can work
and knowledge of how to actually make
it work reliably over diverse contexts
and populations.” Thus, they addressed
questions of why a new strategy,
implemented “with fidelity,” may not
produce the intended results.
One central finding of Improvement
Science is that evidence of efficacy does
not exist “somewhere outside of local
practice.” For improvement to last, it must
be “guided by a deep understanding of the
problem, the system that produces it, and a
theory of improvement relevant to it.” Also
fundamental to Improvement Science is
the imperative to “learn fast to implement
well.”
The Carnegie Foundation has distilled its
approach into six improvement principles:5
1. Start with a specific problem that needs
to be solved.
2. Recognize variations (and what is
actually causing change) so that you
understand what works for whom and
under what circumstances.
3. Understand the system that is producing
the current outcome that you want to
change. Systems end up with the results
they get as a direct product of their design.
If you don’t like the result, you have to
change the design—but you can’t change it
if you don’t understand it.
4. Gather data about the problem you
want to change and about the associated
outcomes.
5. Gather the people who are closest to the
work and who have a real stake in solving
the problem, and organize them into a
Networked Improvement Community
(NIC) that has the expressed goal of
addressing the shared problem.
NICs are made up of individuals from a
wide range of roles—e.g., parents, teachers,
university researchers, data experts—with
the kind of experience, knowledge, and
skill needed to help solve the identified
problem.
5. Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching. (2018). The Six Core Principles of Improvement. https://www.carnegiefoundation.
org/our-ideas/six-core-principlesimprovement/

6. Anchor efforts in proven methods and
disciplined inquiry, specifically rapid
Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles to continuously
measure processes and progress, using
data to refine and improve the work. Use
these “rapid tests of change to guide the
development, revision, and continued finetuning of new tools, processes, work roles,
and relationships.”6
Practice
A group of forward-thinking school
districts in California have been using
NICs since 2010 to “close the math
achievement gap in Grades 4–8 for
their African American and Hispanic/
Latino students.”7 California’s county
offices of education and the California
County Superintendents Educational
Services Association (CSSESA) are also
using NICs8 to support school districts
in implementing their LCAPs. And the
Oakland Unified School District used
principles of Improvement Science to
develop a school performance framework
that gives schools “a detailed look at what’s
working, what’s not working, and for
which students.”9
California is reshaping and refining its
system of education to improve outcomes
for all students, especially those who
have underperformed historically. As
Improvement Science and its NICs gain
traction in the state, they offer potent tools
for ensuring that universal benefit. t
6. For a full explanation of PDSA cycles within
the context of education, see A Primer for
Continuous Improvement in Schools and
Districts (2017), from Education Development
Center, at https://www.edc.org/sites/default/
files/uploads/primer_for_continuous_
improvement.pdf
7. Nayfack, M., Park, V., Hough, H., & Willis,
L. (2017). Building Systems Knowledge for
Continuous Improvement: Early Lessons from
the CORE Districts. Policy Analysis for California Education. https://www.edpolicyinca.
org/publications/building-systems-knowledge-for-continuous-improvement
8. CCSESA. (2017). CISC Report for CCSESA
2017, 05 May. http://ccsesa.org/wpfb-file/
cisc-report-for-ccsesa-2017_05-may-docx/
9. Baron, K. (2017). Oakland Unified Improvement Measures as Diverse as Schools Themselves. Carnegie Foundations for the Advancement of Teaching. https://www.
carnegiefoundation.org/blog/oaklandunified-improvement-measures-as-diverseas-schools-themselves/
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A
Closer
Look

The California School Dashboard

Like the dashboard of a car, the
California School Dashboard serves as a
gauge for how well schools and districts
are running—specifically how they
are addressing the state’s priorities for
education.
The state previously used the Academic
Performance Index (API) to
determine school progress. The
API, however, relied exclusively
on standardized tests and gave
schools a single score. The Local
Control Funding Formula (LCFF)
mandated the development of a
new accountability tool that does
more than list a one-dimensional
ranking. This new tool, the
Dashboard, is designed to reflect
the complexities of the successes
and struggles of schools, school
districts, and county offices of
education.
To accomplish this, the Dashboard uses
multiple measures and will eventually
calibrate both status and growth on ten
indicators. These indicators include
graduation rates, parent involvement,
and college and career readiness, as well
as student performance on standardized
tests for English language arts and
mathematics.
The primary purpose of the Dashboard
is to help schools, school districts, charter
schools, and county offices of education
identify their strengths and weaknesses.
With knowledge of what to build on and
what to improve, educators can ultimately
better promote the school success of all
students.
Equity
To support the LCFF’s focus on equity,
the Dashboard breaks down studentlevel data to show the achievement of
numerous student groups—students
who are English language learners, who
live in poverty or foster care, and who
have a disability, for example, as well
as specific ethnic groups. “With the
Dashboard, California is shining a light
on inequities by identifying the students

u
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that need the most help within a district
and pinpointing their areas of challenge,”
said State Board of Education President
Michael Kirst in a press release. “These
are students whose struggles would have
been masked under a less comprehensive
accountability system.”

Coherence
The Dashboard is a central feature of
the new LCFF landscape. By highlighting
specific areas in need of improvement,
the Dashboard will help the State System
of Support (see the article on page 3)
collaborate with school districts to
ensure that they receive the exact tools,
resources, and assistance they need.
As a transparent source of public
information, the Dashboard also
strengthens local engagement by allowing
parents, teachers, administrators, and
community stakeholders to work together
with the same information to shape
their Local Control and Accountability
Plans (LCAPs). With more stakeholders
involved in creating these plans, the
LCAPs are more likely to support the
school success of all students.
And as it highlights those places that
are performing well, the Dashboard
will serve to strengthen the broader
school community by offering models of
improvement.
Continuous Improvement
The Dashboard is not a static vehicle.
The state will continue to revise and

refine the tool’s components based on
feedback and new data. For example, the
state indicators of “College and Career
Readiness” will become more nuanced
and multidimensional in the fall of
2018. By that date, the SBE will also have
determined the rubric for evaluating
“Chronic Absenteeism,” which
then will be fully featured in the
Dashboard.
The state has also been working
to align all federal and state
reporting obligations within the
Dashboard—those of general
education law (the Every Students
Succeeds Act, or ESSA), those
of special education law (the
Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, or IDEA), and
those of the LCFF. As such, the
state is poised to deliver an historic
first: one integrated and seamless system
of school accountability for all required
measures.
A Worthwhile Investment
As it reflects the complicated nature of
schools, the Dashboard has numerous
intersecting parts. At first glance, it may
appear challenging to navigate. But the
detailed information it provides—about
student groups, overall student progress,
and the successes and challenges of
education—ensures a many-fold return
on careful study.
The Dashboard itself reflects an
unprecedented commitment on the
part of the state to better serve its
students. It also reflects the philosophical
underpinnings of the LCFF: that every
school is unique, every student is
important, and “one-size-fits-all” can
never apply to quality teaching and
learning. t
Dashboard Resources
The CDE offers numerous resources
explaining the Dashboard at https://www.
cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/cm/
The Dashboard itself is up and running
at https://www.caschooldashboard.org/#/
Home
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(Gifted, continued from page 16)

professional development; and the control
group will receive neither. “Then we’ll
see what happens over two years—what
affect the curriculum and the different
kinds of supports have on achievement.”
Throughout both pilot and application
phases, “we will be making adjustments as
we go along,” says Kaplan
Kaplan has no interest, however, in
developing a sink-or-swim model,
where every student is given the same
material and instruction, and they
learn to read or they don’t. “And we’re
certainly not looking to simplify things,”
she says, referring to the advanced
reading strategies she’s designed. What
does particularly interest her and her

colleagues—Drs. Mora Flores and
Raymond Gallagher—is the chance
to discover, refine, and strengthen
the curricular supports that make
sophisticated approaches to reading
available to everyone—to ultimately
support the efforts of all educators to teach
to the full range of learners, including
students with disabilities.
Potential Impact
The majority of students who receive
special education services have a learning
disability, and the majority of those have a
reading disability. What Kaplan discovers
may hold profound implications for their
ultimate success as readers—and in school.
Kaplan also expects her work to inform

the state’s model of a multitiered system
of supports (MTSS), since “We’re looking
to develop multiple supports for different
kinds of learners.”
An additional project goal is to broaden
how California’s curriculum frameworks
and related documents address the
condition of giftedness, so that all
educators develop a deeper understanding
of what it means for a student to be
gifted. Perhaps one of the project’s most
important outcomes will be to confirm
the belief that making distinctions about
giftedness are less important—and
less central to student success—than
ensuring rich learning opportunities
for every child. t

Innovations: Shared Resource from RCOE
A new perspective is something the
Riverside County Office of Education
(RCOE) seeks out and celebrates. The
organization has a great deal to celebrate
these days. Steve Ayon, one of the local
dads—who also happens to work at
RCOE, and who also happens to have
worked in private industry and as a
business intelligence architect at Cal PolyPomona—contributed his talents and a
new perspective by “designing a data tool
that was outside the box, something from
a user’s perspective that lets people look
more closely at school data in different
ways,” says JoAnne Lauer.
Lauer is director of research and
implementation for RCOE’s Assessment,
Accountability, and Continuous
Improvement Division and part of a
five-member data and analytics team that
includes Ayon. Despite his work history
prior to joining this team, Ayon and his
colleagues are convinced that his role as a
parent was what gave him the fresh eyes
that the district’s data needed. It was from
this perspective that Ayon imagined and
designed a tableau of dozens of visual
representations of the data from the
California School Dashboard.
The usefulness of this tableau,
however, goes well beyond RCOE. The
data displayed in this free, online tool
encompass all of California’s school data.
Anyone with access to a computer and the
u
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Internet can explore the tableau and take
advantage of its display options.
Driven By Need
The tableau “grew out of an expressed
need in the county to see all levels and
comparisons of data and to know how
to address issues of equity across our 23
districts,” says Lauer. “The Dashboard tells
a complex story. Our tableau, rather than
being redundant, serves as a supplemental
tool to be used alongside the state’s. For
example, in the Dashboard you can’t look at
school-level data and see how it compares
to student-level data. Our tableau makes
it possible to aggregate up to the district
level and down to student groups. This
helps to put things in context and highlight
opportunities for improvement.”
Continuous Improvement
The RCOE data team is not finished with
the tableau. As the “College and Career
Readiness” indicator becomes more
specific in the Dashboard, the tableau
will go “beyond academic indicators for
grade 11 to include all components of this
indicator,” says Melissa Bazanos, executive
director of the division. The team also plans
to show “which indicators reflect which
state priorities and to disentangle subindicators like English Language learners,
for example. What is showing progress and
what is showing reclassification? You’ll be
able to see those differences. And as new
indicators come aboard, we will be adding

them to our data displays as well.”
The way the tableau presents data “can
contribute to root cause analysis and
continuous improvement,” says Bazanos. “It
allows you to explore the subtleties of data
and performance levels and, through the
visualizations, get beyond the initial lens of
one page. We are using technology to gain
clarity about the use of data, to predict and
develop a positive response and to create
goals for improvement.”
Members of the RCOE team are justly
proud of what they have developed. But
they are just as quick to encourage other
districts to imagine their own needs
“outside of that box” and to develop their
own tools.
Tips for Using the Tableau
The tableau, officially titled “RCOE
Assessment, Accountability & Continuous
Improvement,” is available at https://public.
tableau.com/profile/rcoe#!/ . The following
tips may be helpful for using it:
• A right-pointing arrow over a ranking
denotes progress on an indicator; a leftpointing arrow denotes decline.
• Hovering the curser over an arrow causes
general information to appear.
• Clicking on the name of a school, LEA,
or indicator delivers more specific and
comparative information.
The best tip, however, is simply to make use
of this powerful tool to learn more about
how data reflects your school’s progress. t
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Gifted and Talented Special Education
Only 28 percent of fourth graders in
California are proficient readers.1 This
alarming statistic inspired Kristin Wright
to find Sandra Kaplan.
Wright is the director of the California
Department of Education, Special
Education Division. Kaplan is a professor
at the University of Southern California
and is devoted to helping children
learn how to learn—and become better
readers.
Additional facts informed their
subsequent conversations: Students
with disabilities often do not experience
a rigorous, creative, and challenging
curriculum. Gifted programs typically
do not serve groups of students who
are academically diverse in terms of
their talents, strengths, abilities, and
disabilities. And many educators do not
understand who exactly can be labeled
“gifted.”
Wright and Kaplan both want these
facts to change. So Kaplan gathered
colleagues from general education,
special education, and second language
studies. Together they applied for and
were awarded a federal research grant
of approximately $1.5 million over five
years to find ways to expand how Gifted
and Talented Education (GATE) is used
in California schools.
Reach EACH through Literacy
The resulting project—Reach EACH
through Literacy—will study “what will
happen if we take what we know about
a rich curricular experience in reading
and give it to everyone,” says Kaplan. In
effect, she wants to look at what happens
when every student is given the kind of
sophisticated curriculum and learning
strategies typically reserved for GATE
programs.
For most of her professional life, Kaplan
has researched and designed ways to
create advanced reading experiences.
She authored the Depth and Complexity
1. National Center for Education Statistics.
(n.d.). The Nation’s Report Card. https://nces.
ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/publications/stt2015/pdf/2016008CA4.pdf
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model and Think Like a Disciplinarian.2 These and other
strategies—reading about a favorite topic in a variety
of genres, and expanding reading to include systems
of communication that aren’t limited to words (the
semiotics of fashion, for example)—will appear in
the curriculum that the project is developing. Kaplan
believes that there is great potential in offering multiple
avenues to learning to read. “All our students can
follow pictorial directions. So we’re also developing an
activity-based approach to reading” to engage students,
and other approaches to help them “learn a subject
through the interaction of work and research.”
Timeline
During the first year of the grant, Kaplan and her
team are writing the curriculum and piloting it with
teachers and students. In 2019 they will go into
classrooms and conduct their research, charting
the reading progress of three groups of students.
One group will receive the curriculum intervention;
a second group will receive the curriculum
intervention while teachers also receive ongoing
2. For more about the Depth and Complexity model, see
https://www.ectorcountyisd.org/cms/lib/TX01000975/
Centricity/Domain/9/Kaplan-Depth-and-Complexity-Color.pdf. For more about Think Like a Disciplinarian,
go to http://www-bcf.usc.edu/~skaplan/discpline.html
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