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Research Center Celebrates a Quarter Century as Leader

in Legislative Policy Analysis
By Steven Cohen

When Policy Analysis for California Educarion (PACE) was
founded in che early 1980s, the state’s schools were in turmoil
following che passage of Proposition 13, which indireccly lim-
ited public educacion funding.

In 2008, 25 vears later, Proposition 13 is still incac, che
state’s schools are still in curmoil following che premacurely
declared “Yearof Educacion,” while California’s continuing
budgec crisisdireccly limits public educacion funding and
per-pupil spending has dropped below levels never dreamed of
in the "8os.

Proverbially speaking, cthe more chingschange, the more
they scay che same.

The good news is that PACE has grown substancially in
size and stacure since chen-GSE Professor James Guchrie, who
caughcin che School of Educacion for 27 years; Stanford Profes
sor Michael Kirst; and then-chancellorof the California Com-
munity Colleges Gerald Hayward founded PACE (originally
called Policy Alcernatives for California Educacion). And che
othergood news is thac che independent policy center has re-
mained true o ics pioneering mission, prmciples and scracegies.

“Iguess chacicshows chacevery year should be che "Year of
Educacion’ uncil we keep the promise of excellenceducarion for
all of California’s young people,” says PACE Execucive Direc tor
David Plank, who joined the PACE team two years ago from
Michigan Scate where he founded and directed che Educaction
Policy Center.

Plank is not about to declare PACE's mission accomplished

— todefine and suscain a long-term scracegy forcomprehensive

policy reform and continuous improvement in performance

ac all levels of California’s education system. Buc che chree
principles guiding che model policy center’s strategies remain
incacc: to carget resources to schools and scudents who need
them the most; to empower local schools and discricts wich
more auconomy and flexibilicy; and to rigorously evaluate what

is working and whacis noc.

Bridging Two Worlds
From icsearliest days, PACE direc tors recognized chac che gap be-
cween the disparate needs of researchers and legislators was wide.

“For policy research co have an impact, academics need co
be familiar wich che world where policymakers live, " says PACE
Director Bruce Fuller, who served as a special assistant to then-
California Governor Ed mund “Jerry” Brown aund as ed ucacion
adviser to two stace Assembly educationcommictees. 1 cell my
studencs chac gecting public officials to be responsive requires
puccing yourself in cheir place. Having been chere can help aloc
as scholars cry co figure ouc what kinds of research policymakers
will find useful ™

Professor Fuller, who joined PACE adecade ago, preaches
what he practices. While crained in sociology, the GSE professor
cakes a pragmacic approach to ed ucation policy analysis. He
and ocher PACE directors have a clear sense of the requisite
legislacive compromises and machinacions chac rake place.
Informer lives, Kirsc served as presidenc of che Scace Board of
Educacion; Guchrie was an educacion specialisc for the US. Sen-

ate and Deparcmencof Educacion, as well as a member of che
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Berkeley School Board; and Hayward worked as the education
policy wonk for the Stare Senace.

Ics acricical difference chac’s noc losc on formerScace
Senacor, Assemblyman and Secrecary of Educacion Gary Harc.
While Sacramento now swarms wich educacional chink canks,
lobbyists and organizations from every political and ideological
stripe, Hare says chatin che early '8os PACE was che firscone ac
the table, ready to bridge che worlds of research and pracrice for
policymakers.

"PACE was clearly the pioneerin this effort,” says Hare, who
served as the Chairmau of che Senace Education Commitcee
from 1983 t0 1995. “The idea chac chey were here to help us racher
than che academy was a really welcome breach of fresh air... The
collaboracion berween two premier research inscitutions, Cal
and Stanford, the superb academic credencials and background
of che PACE direcrors; and che clarity and recommendacions in
theirpublicacions was a very powerful combinacion. .. If PACE
hadwcdropped into che fray, alotof che good educacional work
would not have gocten done orbe as far along as icis now.”

Hart believes chat PACE's work stood ouc in four areas
during his 20 years in Sacramento: school finance, vocational
educarion, preschool education and childcare, and che abilicy
to “take che long view,” as exemplified by PACE’s premier publi-
cacion, “Coundicions of Educacion,” firsc published in 1984.

“Conditions” was resurrected for the PACE 25ch anniver-
sary symposium of ed ucacion researchers and policymakers in
Sacramento on October 2, chat Hart and other prominent stace
legislacors accended. Produced and auchored by current PACE
directors Fuller, USC's Dominic Brewer and Scanford’s Susanna
Loeb, wich addicional support from ochers, “Conditions of Edu-
cacion in California 2008 offers a sobering status reporcon che
lack of ed ucacional opporcunicy in the Golden Scarce.

“Lifting Low-Achieving Scudents and Schools,” achapter co-
written by Fuller and Policy, Organization, Measurement and
Evaluation (POME) doctoral scudenc Lynecte Parker, examines
five differenc scate and federal tescs of scudenc progress chat
provide inconsistent baromerers of scudenc progress and show
contradicrory resuls.

GSE Professor Norton Grubb auchored achaprercalled “The
Transicion from High School to Postsecondary Education,” chac
spells out several improvements and recommendacions cthac—
like che ocherchapeers in che publication on English Language
Learners, teachers, school finance and governance — can be ad-
dressed, acleast inpare, wichouc infusions of new money.

Luis Huerta, who co-auchored papers wich Grubb and Fuller
asadoccoral studenc in POME and is now an assistanc profes-
sor at Teachers College, Columbia University, says chat he and

several other graduace scudents who have worked wich PACE

homned cheir policy analysis skills of cimely educacion reform
issues chac have "impacced boch che applied contexcac the scate
legislature aud che wider research and academic communicy.”
Besides publishing policy briefs, research repores and
working papers thac address key policy issues, PACE convenes
mounchly seminars and briefings — moscofcen in che Stare
Capi tol — bringing [ogether lead ing sc holars, pracricioners
and policymakers to discuss currenteducational issues. In No-
vember, Jorge Ruiz-de-Velasco from UC Berkeley's Earl Warren
Insctictuce, Patricia Rucker from che CTA, and Ed Voice Policy
Direccor Bill Lucia joined Fullerin Sacramento to examine the

federal role in school reform.

“PACE was clearly the pioneer... If they
hadn’t dropped into the froy, a lot of the good
educational work would not have gotten done
or be as far along as it is now.”

With a prescience for che most pressing issues ineducation,
Fuller, Plank, other PACE directors and educacion policy re-
searchers fl‘O]“ across the cou 'I'l[l')' also ])1‘0\’ide expel‘[ rescimo-
ny to legislative committees and ocher policymakers; ceam wich
local school districts and professional associations on projects
aimed ac supporcing policy innovacion, daca use and rigorous
evaluation; and command headline-grabbing coverage in key
mediaoutlecson a hostof education policy and policical scories
such as No Child Lefc Behind, school finance and preschool.

Recently PACE teamed wich sixof California’s largest
urban school districts — Fresno, Long Beach, Los Angeles, Sac-
ramenco, San Diego and San Francisco— o form che Partner-
ship for Urban Educacion Research in order to increase data
availability, enhance internal research capacicy and promote
collaboration and information sharing across discricc lines.

One of che parcnerships’ first bombshells was to address
California’s dropout crisis. While researchers in policical and
academic circles have cradicionally scruggled over various
mechodologies, exact numbers and che crue dimensions of che
dropout problem, noching could obscure che facc chac che rocal
of the somewhac conflicting data meanca curning poincin che
crisis. ASacramento Bee headline inics July 17 edicion concurred:
“New numbers won'tend California school dropoucdebace.”

Plank jokes chat research questions invariably receive two
answers: “ic’scomplicated " and “icdepends,” while policy ques-
cions also have cwo answers: “yes and no.”

"PACE has become really good at figuring ouc how ro move
from che nuanced conclusions of academic research to clear
guidance for policymakers, which leads to becter policies and a

better fucure for California’s scudents.”

Winter 2008

Uy





