


“For the first time, public education officials are producing a
generation of students less educated than their parents.”

Washington Learns
Washington State Higher Education Coordinating Board

“My wife, Melinda, and I have heard the tragic stories time and
again. In Washington and other states, we learn about talented
high-school students who don’t fulfill their promise—not because
they fail at school, but because our schools fail them. They study
hard, do well and get into college. But in college, instead of the
good grades theyre used to, they get D’s and F’s. They take
remedial classes, but still they can’t keep up—so they quit.”

Bill Gates, Chairman of Microsoft
“Getting our children ready for school, college and work,” by Bill Gates, The Seattle
Times, November 16, 2006.

“We lead the country in science and engineering jobs, but we are
one of the states at the bottom in the production of scientists and
engineers,” he said, warning that “the sons and daughters of
Washington will be washing the cars for the people who come
here for the best jobs.”

Mark Emmert, President of the University of Washington
“Seattle, Take Heed: Rosy Times Won'’t Last,” by Jon Talton, The Seattle Times, January
20, 2008.
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Recommendations

1. Put the principal in
charge

2. Give parents choice
among public schools

3. Let teachers teach
4. Double teacher pay

5. Replace the WASL
with another standard

6. Create no-excuses
schools

7. Transparency - put
school budgets and teacher
qualifications online

8. Make the
Superintendent of Public
Instruction an appointed
office

Today, Washington
ranks 37th in the nation
in graduation rates.
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. Introduction

Public education is in decline. Nearly one-third of Washington public
school students fail to graduate, and another third graduate without the
knowledge and skills necessary for college or the workplace.! Over half (52%)
of public school students entering community or technical colleges must
take remedial courses in math, English or reading to catch up.> Eighty-four
percent of employers say public schools are not doing a good job of preparing
students to succeed in the workplace.:

Today, Washington ranks 37th in the nation in graduation rates.:
Student failure rates are so high the legislature and the governor have
cancelled the math portion of the Washington Assessment of Student
Learning test (WASL) for the next five years.

Thirty-seven percent of freshmen attending a four-year university
or two-year community college must take high school-level remedial math
or reading courses, substantially decreasing the numbers of students able to
overcome this handicap and complete the requirement for earning a college
degree.s Fewer young adults are making it through college than in the past.

Educational attainment by older working adults (ages 45-64) now
exceeds that of younger adults (ages 25-34).c Public educators’ failure to
provide children with a level of learning that is as good or better than their
parents is the worrisome finding of two recent government research reports:

“Our older population is better educated than our younger population,
a trend that is clearly moving in the wrong direction.””

“Washington’s baby boomers (people born between 1946 and 1964)
are the most highly educated generation in our history. Younger adults

! “State Information,” Alliance for Excellent Education, citing Editorial Projects in Education Research Center
2007 for 67% high school graduation figure, October 2007.

2 “Role of Pre-College (Developmental and Remedial) Education for Recent High School Graduates Attending
Washington Community and Technical Colleges,” Research Report No. 07-2, Washington State Board for
Community and Technical Colleges, December 2007.

342005 Skills Gap Report — A Survey of the American Workforce,” by Phyllis Eisen, Jerry J. Jasinowski and
Richard Kleinert, Deloitte, National Association of Manufacturers, The Manufacturing Institute, Spring 2005,
pages 16 and 17.

4 “Ready for What? Preparing Students for College, Careers, and Life After High School,” Diplomas Count, The
Graduation Project 2007, Education Week, page 4, at www.edweek.org/media/ew/dc/2007/wa_SGBO07.pdf.

5 “Key facts about higher education in Washington, 2007,” Washington Higher Education Coordinating Board,
page 38, at www.hecb.wa.gov/news/newsfacts/documents/Part3forWeb.pdf.

6 “Washington Learns, World Class, Learner-Focused, Seamless Education,” Governor Christine Gregoire,
Chair, Final Report, November 2006, page 13, at www.washingtonlearns.wa.gov/report/FinalReport.pdf.

7 Ibid.
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Writing bigger checks
simply allows public
education officials to
maintain the status quo
and resist change.
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in our state have, on average, /ess education than boomers.” ¢ [Emphasis
in original.]

For the first time in history, public school officials are producing a
generation of students who have less formal education than their parents.

a. School funding is higher than ever

Despite claims by political advocates that public schools have been
“cut,” the state legislature has increased education funding steadily over time,
even as the number of school-age children has fallen as a proportion of the
total population.® In fact, per-pupil spending is higher than ever, and school
officials have more resources than in the past to educate a given number of
students. In addition, there are more taxpayers paying into the system than
ever before.

By every reasonable measure, Washington public schools receive ample
funding, and the amount spent on education increases each year. In addressing
persistent low student achievement, Washington lawmakers cannot spend their
way out of the problem. Writing bigger checks simply allows public education
officials to maintain the status quo and resist change.

b. School administrators are not accountable

The problems that plague the public education system require
fundamental changes to the way schools are organized and how public money
is spent. Today, schools are not set up in a way that holds teachers, principals
or superintendents accountable for student achievement. Directing more
dollars into the current entrenched and dysfunctional system, no matter how
carefully targeted or lavishly spent, will not improve student learning.

c. Practical ways to improve student learning

Since spending more money will not raise student achievement,
Washington Policy Center in this study presents eight practical ways
policymakers can improve schools within the current rate of spending increase.
The next section gives a brief overview of public school funding, showing
the rising trend in total spending and per-pupil funding, followed by sections
describing how to improve student learning while working within the existing
education budget.

Il. Overview of Public School Funding

In Washington there are just over a million (1,026,000) kindergarten
through 12th grade students in public school, attending 2,275 schools in 295

8 “Moving the Blue Arrow, Pathways to Educational Opportunities,” 2008 Strategic Master Plan for
Higher Education in Washington, Washington Higher Education Coordinating Board, December 2007, page 1, at
http://www.hecb.wa.gov/Research/masterplans/documents/2008MasterPlan-fromPRT.pdf.

° “An Overview of Public School Funding in Washington,” by Liv Finne, Policy Brief, Washington Policy Center,
August 2006, at www.washingtonpolicy.org/Centers/education/policybrief/06_finne_schoolfunding.pdf.

10 This conclusion is based on findings from 17 university and research group studies, including those from
RAND Corporation, Stanford University, the Urban Institute and the American Institutes for Research. These
studies consistently found that increasing education spending did not correlate with improving academic out-
comes for students. See for example, “Getting Down to Facts: School Finance and Governance in California,”
by Susanna Loeb, Anthony Bryk and Eric Hanushek, Stanford University, March 2007, at www.repp.stanford.
edu/documents/ GDF/GDF-Overview-Paper.pdf. Other examples are available on request.
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districts across the state." A further 101,700 students attend private schools or
are homeschooled.»

The state’s total population has grown at a much faster pace than
the number of children, creating a larger tax base to pay for educating a
proportionately smaller number of students. Between 1971 and 2006, the state
population increased by almost three million people (82 percent),> while K-12
public school enrollment increased by only little over 200,000 students (25
percent).:

Over the same period, the number of public education employees has
risen more over three times as fast, as shown in the chart below.

Increase in number of students compared to
increase in number of public school employees,
100% 1971-2006
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Since 1971, the number of public education employees
has increased three times faster than the number of students

Today there is one public school employee for every ten students, and
only 46% of the people working in public education are classroom teachers.'

K-12 education is the largest single item in the state budget, accounting
for 41% of all general fund spending. For 2007-09, the total budget for public
schools is $17.9 billion, including state, local and federal grant funding.”

The bulk of K-12 education spending, over $13.5 billion, comes from

11 “Student Demographics, Enrollment, October 2006,” Washington State Report Card, Office of the Superinten-
dent of Public Instruction, at www.reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/summary.aspx?year=2006-07.

12 42006-2007 Enrollment Report for Private Schools,” by Laura Moore, Administrator for Private and Home-
Based Education/Navigation 101, Office of the Superintendent for Public Instruction, January 8, 2008.

3 1n 1971, the population in Washington was 3,436,300. By 2006, the population had increased to 6,395,798,
“Fact Sheet, Washington,” American Community Survey, United States Census Bureau, 2006.

14 “K-12 Enrollment,” Office of Financial Management, at www.ofm.wa.gov/trends/tables/figd02.asp and,
“2007 Washington State Higher Education Trends and Highlights,” Office of Financial Management, February
2007, at www.ofm.wa.gov/hied/highlights/sectionl.pdf.

15 “Preliminary School District Summary Reports 2007-08 School Year, Historical Comparison of Statewide
School District Personnel,” Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, January 17, 2008, Table 2.

16 “Personnel by Major Position and Racial/Ethnic For School Year 2007-2008,” Office of the Superintendent of
Public Instruction, at www.k12.wa.us/DataAdmin/pubdocs/personnel/StaffEthnicReport07-08.pdf.

17 “Omnibus Operating Budget Comparisons, 2007 — 2009, Total Budgeted Funds,” 2007 Washington State
Legislative Budget Notes, Legislative Evaluation and Accountability Program Committee (LEAP), page 284, at
www.leap.leg.wa.gov/leap/budget/Ibns/2007toc.asp. Also see “Section Two: State Summary School District
Financial Reports,” OSPI School Apportionment and Financial Services, accessed at www.k12.wa.us/safs/
PUB/FIN/0607/fs.asp.
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the state.® About $1.6 billion comes from federal grants, and about $2.8 billion
1s provided by local funding, primarily taken through property taxes.

Of the money for public schools, only 59% is spent on classroom
instruction. The rest is spent on administrators, maintenance personnel,
special education, transportation, food services and interest on debt. An
additional $1.33 billion is being spent in the current budget cycle on school
construction.

Between 1980 and 2007, spending on public schools has almost tripled,
while the number of students increased by only about a third. Today, average
spending per student in Washington public schools is about $9,500 per nine-
month academic year, not including capital spending.

Experience has shown that the policy of directing funding to select
education programs does not work. Since 1993 lawmakers have spent over
$5 billion on more than 80 education reform programs such as: smaller class
sizes, increasing teacher pay, Math Helping Corps, Math Initiative, Reading
Grants, Promoting Academic Success, and many others. (For more examples
see Appendix A). Lawmakers funded these targeted programs in the hope they
would help students learn; none of them has succeeded in significantly raising
student academic achievement.

Simply spending more money does not improve educational outcomes
for students. What is needed are innovative changes, made within the current
rate of budget increase, to improve the performance of public schools.

l1l. Eight Ways to Improve Public Schools

I. Put the principal in charge

Under the current system, principals have almost no influence over
the budget, staffing or daily management of their own schools. Central office
administrators and pre-set regulations exercise full control over local spending,
hiring and staff assignments.

Lawmakers have imposed a rigid staffing-ratio model on school
districts, which requires administrators to allocate funds based on a certain
number of school employees per student. The current mandatory ratio is
63 teachers, 38 staff and four administrators for every 1,000 students. These
arbitrary ratios are about providing good-paying jobs; they have no relation to
the academic needs of students.

Staffing schools through automatic ratios means central administrators,
not principals, control the assignment of personnel to individual schools.
Principals have little flexibility to alter the mix of staff and faculty in a way that
benefit students. As a result, local principals have almost no influence over
their own budgets or their personnel. Principals control less than five percent
of the money allocated to their schools.»

18 Ibid.

19 “A Citizen’s Guide to Washington State K-12 Finance 2008,” Senate Ways and Means Committee, Washington
State Legislature, January 2008, page 15, at www.leg.wa.gov/documents/Senate/SCS/wml/swmwebsite/publi-
cations/budget guides/2008/K12Guide2008FINAL.pdf.

20 “K-12 School Spending and Performance Review, A Preliminary Report,” State of Washington Joint Legislative
Audit and Review Committee (JLARC), September 14, 2005.
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