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Executive Summary

When California lawmakers enacted the state’s Local Control Funding Formula
(LCFF) in 2013, they took ambitious steps towards advancing educational equity.
After more than a decade of implementation, it is time for the legislature to fine tune
this policy, building on the state’s progress. Advancing the equity commitments of
LCFF has become even more important given the recent erosion of federal support
for public education.

Grounded in recommendations from a group of knowledgeable and civically engaged
Californians—education leaders, advocates, and community leaders—this report de-
scribes the changes that are necessary to strengthen the state’s approach to equity
and accountability in public education. Through their recommendations, these par-
ticipants called attention to the continued need to address the educational impacts
of persistent opportunity gaps both inside and outside schools.

A Decade of Progress and a Call for Renewal

LCFF has helped California make measurable progress in connecting school fund-
ing to student needs. The policy expanded local autonomy by consolidating dozens
of categorical grants into a single funding mechanism (LCFF) and adding commu-
nity-based accountability through Local Control Accountability Plans (LCAPs). Re-
search confirms these changes boosted achievement, graduation rates, and equitable
funding distribution. Yet stakeholders consulted in this study argued that the state
has more work to do, in order to ensure that high-needs students directly benefit and
that the social and economic inequities that impede learning are addressed. The con-
sensus that emerged from these experts is not to replace LCFF/LCAP but to enrich it.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/LCFF




Shared Public Priorities

The community voices represented in this report affirmed broad concerns that echo
across California’s civic landscape: Education funding remains inadequate, inequi-
ties in public resources persist, and systems of accountability must become more
participatory and transparent. The report’s four overarching recommendations re-
flect these shared priorities:

1. Increase education funding and improve transparency.
2. Strengthen LCFF’s equity framework through refined funding measures.
. Build reciprocal and participatory accountability structures.

. Align education policy with broader social systems that affect children’s lives,
such as housing, healthcare, nutrition, child welfare, and behavioral health and
developmental services.

For each priority, our report’s participants addressed long-standing challenges with
actionable policy ideas that draw from their expertise and lived understanding of
California communities.

Recommendation 1: Increase Education Funding

This report’s participants were emphatic that California’s existing funding is insuf-
ficient to meet its equity and quality goals. They called for higher base grants and
stronger supplemental and concentration grants for high-needs students, along with
reforming property tax policies. Participants pointed in particular to Proposition
13, which constrains local revenue generation and thereby places a great strain on
the state budget, and to the upcoming expiration of the tax rate increases created by
Propositions 30 and 55. They also noted the need to explore more progressive reve-
nue options such as taxing stock trades.

The participants also called for increasing financial transparency with clearer public
communication about how funds are spent, how students’ needs shape allocations,
and how investments impact outcomes. They tied this recommendation to a culture
shift in public discourse, urging educators and policymakers to emphasize success
stories, not only deficits, to strengthen trust in public education and galvanize civic
support for further investment.

Recommendation 2: Center Equity Through Better Measures and
Distribution

Participants proposed replacing outdated poverty metrics with more nuanced in-
dicators that reflect California’s complexity, such as direct certification from state
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or federal aid programs, regional cost-of-living adjustments, and composite indices
such as the Los Angeles Unified School District’s Student Equity Need Index, which
more accurately reflect the needs of students and their communities.

They also urged counting students with multiple intersecting needs more than once,
so that, e.g., a foster youth who is both a low-income student and an English language
learner (ELL) generates funding commensurate with that student’s compounded
challenges. Additionally, participants advocated for expanding LCFF’s categories to
include unhoused students and Native American tribal members, while cautioning
that equity adjustments must not dilute resources for the schools serving students
with the greatest needs.

Recommendation 3: Advance Participatory and Reciprocal
Accountability

Our participants called for a deepened democracy within the education system. The
LCAP process, although innovative, has often become a hollow bureaucratic exercise
instead of a genuine platform for shared problem-solving. Participants envisioned a
system where parents, students, and community partners can easily see LEA goals,
track progress through accessible dashboards, and witness their feedback reflected
in decisions. This higher standard would mean that LCAP teams must be required
to include this broader group of participants in setting and measuring the impact of
LCFF investments.

Structural improvements that our participants felt were needed include improved
LCAP templates and measures for LEAs to use, improved tracking of school-lev-
el spending, and comprehensive training for LEA and community leaders trying to
engage community members. They suggest that expanding the state’s Community
Engagement Initiative could help more LEAs build broader, sustained participation
in the LCAP process. Above all, participants emphasized that genuine accountabil-
ity must flow both ways—up to the state’s leadership as well as down to LEAs and
schools. They proposed legislatively defining both participatory and reciprocal ac-
countability and even “trigger laws” to enforce state accountability if fiscal obliga-
tions are unmet.

Recommendation 4: Align Education with Broader Systems of
Care

The final recommendation echoes a view now widely shared across California that
education cannot be siloed from the social conditions of students’ lives. The report
urges state leaders to incentivize education systems to collaborate with partners from
other public sectors like housing, public health, behavioral health, nutrition, trans-
portation, child welfare, and developmental services with the aim of creating a sin-
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gular system of care that serves young people. By combining efforts and coordinating
across systems, California can better close opportunity gaps that originate beyond
the classroom. Our participants pointed to programs like the Community Schools
Partnership Program, the Children and Youth Behavioral Initiative, BH-CONNECT,
Comprehensive Prevention Planning under FFPSA Part 1, and Medi-Cal reimburse-
ments for health supports as examples of existing state programs to build on.

Participants also urged the state to take a leadership role in integrating data, align-
ing local and federal funding streams, and creating county-level liaisons to coordi-
nate cross-sector collaboration. This systemic approach, they noted, would not only
stabilize funding but serve the whole child more effectively.

The Broader Message: Listening to Informed Californians

This report arose from a commitment to deeply engage with Californians who know
the system best, including community organizers, longtime advocates, educational
leaders, and researchers. Their insights reaffirm much of what California’s educa-
tion and equity movements have long maintained—that addressing inequality re-
quires sustained public investment, policy coordination across government levels,
and genuine democratic participation in decision-making.

These participants have articulated a forward-looking vision rooted in their expe-
riences. They insist that the state must recommit to equity as a moral and practical
imperative, ensuring that fiscal policy, community engagement, and accountability
are aligned around shared responsibility for student success.

This report and others mark a new chapter in LCFF and LCAP, transitioning from
first-generation reform to a dynamic, participatory, and transparent system capable
of meeting 21%-century realities. The knowledgeable and engaged Californians who
speak through this report call on the state to act now—to reinforce the LCFF system
of equitable funding, to revitalize community voice, and to knit education policy
into a broader social fabric that sustains opportunity. Their message is clear: The
groundwork for fairness has been laid, and the next decade must transform progress
achieved thus far into lasting, inclusive advancement for all California students.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/LCFF
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California enacted the Local Control Funding Formula in 2013 to improve the eq-
uity of funding for public education and provide reliable and sufficient long-term
funding. LCFF was intended to give local education agencies (LEAs) an opportunity
to create correspondingly long-term transformative plans for improvement. Accord-
ingly, LCFF was a critical first step in creating the resourcing and accountability
structures needed to transform public education in the state. As discussed through-
out this report, LCFF was seen by our participants as providing a solid foundation
from which California can work to advance its public education system to meet the
dynamic future—efforts made more essential by the reduced federal investment in
public education. Meeting this moment requires advancing a vision of building and
sustaining a robust funding system that provides high-quality public education for
all students.

LCFF consolidated dozens of categorical grants allocated to LEAs into one funding
program that allocates funds based on student needs and other indicators. Current-
ly, about 80 percent of TK-12 funding is allocated through the LCFF. The three pri-
mary sources of funding for LCFF are the state’s general fund (via the Proposition
98 guarantee), proceeds from Proposition 55 (and before that, Proposition 30) and
local property taxes.' These funds are allocated through three LCFF grants. Eighty
percent of all LCFF funding is allocated through the base grant, which provides a set
amount of per-pupil funding to LEAs based on grades served and the overall total
average daily attendance. The second grant, called the supplemental grant, provides
differentiated support (an additional 20% of the per-pupil base grant) to LEAs en-
rolling students who come from low-income families or who are ELLs or foster youth.
Notably, the supplemental grant is provided based on unduplicated student counts;
each student is counted only once regardless of how many of these three criteria the
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student meets. The third grant, called a concentration grant, provides an additional
65% of the per-pupil base grant to LEAs with 55% of their enrolled students having
these same designations, and again only applies to unduplicated student counts.?

Beyond the formula and funding, LCFF introduced a new layer of accountability by
requiring school LEAs to create Local Control Accountability Plans (LCAPs) that
incorporate direct community input. LCAPs require LEAs to establish goals for im-
proving student outcomes and learning opportunities and then align activities and
funding to those goals. The LCFF and LCAPs have been the primary policies guid-
ing funding in California for the last dozen years. As we discuss in the next section,
several recent reports have offered suggestions on how best to improve that system,
particularly LCFF.

This research project begins with the well-grounded premise that the LCFF/LCAP
approach has been beneficial to California’s students3 and should be improved rath-
er than replaced. Our project explores potential approaches for such improvement
based on discussions with well-informed Californians and national accountability
experts. We focus on the question,

What elements and structure would need to be included in revised LCFF/
LCAP legislation to create a multi-level and multi-sector reciprocal ac-
countability system that effectively closes the opportunity gaps that ex-
ist inside and outside of schools?

Multi-level refers to the levels of authority or accountability within the public edu-
cation system, such as state, county, LEAs, school, classroom, teacher, and student.

Multi-sector refers to the many roles that the government can play in closing oppor-
tunity gaps (e.g., education, housing, transportation, food/nutrition, safety, health-
care, and employment).

Reciprocal accountability is grounded in the idea that multiple levels of authority or
accountability are interdependent. District-, state-, and federal-level governments
that shape the educational and funding systems should be accountable for providing
the resources, supports, and incentives students need to learn while also holding all
parts of education systems accountable for leveraging the resources, supports, and
incentives to create equitable high-quality learning opportunities.

Opportunity gaps refer to the unequal access to opportunities to learn and thrive
inside and outside of school.

We answered our research question by speaking with education policy experts and
advocates who are engaged in these conversations. We spoke with a total of 21 people
across nine interviews and two focus groups. During our in-depth conversations, we
asked participants to review a profile of a possible accountability system, a profile
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that we had created based on three sources: our review of earlier testimony and
publications, a 2023 report from NEPC and a partner (discussed below), and pre-
liminary interviews with California experts. The profile, which was about five pages
long, was designed to ground our conversations and make them as productive and
substantive as possible. We asked participants to think of the profile as a flexible,
non-binding starting point for them to build and describe their ideal accountability
system. After each of our initial conversations, we continued to develop the profile,
adding and subtracting ideas in accordance with new knowledge and insights.

The results of this work are four overarching recommendations with several specific
ideas under each:

Recommendation 1: Increase Education Funding

Legislation should increase the LCFF base grants and increase the size and
weights of the supplemental and concentration grants that LEAs receive for
existing and new groups of students (as set forth in Recommendation 2).

Legislation should address property-tax disparities associated with Proposi-
tion 13.

Increased funding should be accompanied by increased transparency. LEAs, in
particular, should clarify how and where education funds are used.

Recommendation 2: Center Equity Through Better
Measures and Distribution

LCFF should use more accurate and nuanced indicators of poverty.

LCFF should account for gradients of poverty experienced by students and
served by schools.

LCFF should ensure that supplemental and concentration funding that LEAs
receive for high-needs students is used for those same students at the school
level.

LCFF should change its current approach of using unduplicated counts, ac-
counting instead for multiple categories of needs for a given student.

LCFF should include additional categories of students with higher needs, in-
cluding unhoused students, Native American tribal members, and students
with greater needs as measured by a new statewide version of Los Angeles Uni-
fied School District’s (LAUSD) School Equity Need Index (SENTI).
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The state should consider whether a funding formula based on enrollment or
attendance better addresses fairness and equity.

The state should consider addressing the staffing needs of schools and LEAs
that have higher concentrations of poverty.

Recommendation 3: Advance Participatory and
Reciprocal Accountability

LEAs should set clear educational and spending goals in LCAPs, use under-
standable indicators to track progress toward those goals, and report results
in an accessible dashboard so that non-expert community members can easily
understand how their school, LEA, and state are doing.

The state should provide better technology for LEA leaders to create and mon-
itor LCAPs.

Creating and monitoring LCAPs should be an engaged and ongoing learning
process, helping LEAs and communities collaborate, understand, and improve.

The state should incentivize LEAs to hold regular community meetings, where
LEAs share the results of their LCAPs and get feedback from the community.
This expanded participatory accountability should reach and involve a broader
part of the community by using strategies such as focus groups, polling, for-
mal/informal evaluation, and civic deliberation.

The state should provide opportunities for comprehensive training for LEA and
school leaders to learn how to meaningfully engage with their communities as
part of LCAPs.

Legislation should clarify accountability goals for each level of the education
system.

Legislation should enact reciprocal accountability mechanisms, such as trigger
laws, that set clear goals for the state and are enforceable.

Recommendation 4: Align Education with Broader
Systems of Care

When revising LCFF, legislators should aim to coordinate LCFF with other rel-
evant sectors, such as housing, healthcare, nutrition, child welfare, and behav-
ioral health and developmental services.

The state should continue working to align LCFF services with services provid-
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ed through other funding, including community schools.

Legislation should assist LEAs in braiding local, state, and federal funding to
increase reimbursements to schools (e.g., Medi-Cal funding for mental health
supports provided by schools).

Building on Previous Work

This study purposefully builds on other research on LCFF as well as a report from
the NEPC and the Beyond Test Scores Project titled, Educational Accountability 3.0:
Beyond ESSA.4 That report outlined an approach to assessment of student learning
and accountability for schools and LEAs that would be more effective and equitable
than No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). Ed-
ucational Accountability 3.0 summarized the ideas and vision of a working group
consisting of about two dozen leading scholars, setting forth two policy paths—an
agenda for the next reauthorization of ESSA and recommendations for how local and
state leaders might leverage some of the underutilized flexibility currently available
under ESSA. The report’s six top-line recommendations were:

1. Align assessment policy with goals for high-quality curricula and instruction.
2. Develop a system with reciprocal accountability.

3. Ensure that representative community members play a meaningful role in the
system.

4. Move toward a broader array of school quality indicators.
5. Ensure interpretable and actionable results.
6. Design a system that will evolve and improve.

These ideas formed a starting point for this study because the six recommendations
share key commonalities with LCFF/LCAPs. We began this project, in fact, with the
goal of understanding how a group of particularly knowledgeable, equity-focused
people in California might adapt, develop, and respond to the Educational Account-
ability 3.0 recommendations, as applied to LCFF and LCAPs.

When we presented Educational Accountability 3.0 at a September 2023 briefing on
Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C., there was considerable interest. Three members
of Congress and approximately 30 staffers from other offices attended.> Although
the political context has changed since then and there is little likelihood of an ESEA
reauthorization from this Congress, we hope the ideas from that earlier report and
from the current study can help lawmakers and others in California as they consider
next steps for LCFF/LCAPs.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/LCFF
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Past Research on LCFF Effectiveness and Challenges

Because of California’s significant investment in LCFF and the innovative nature of
the legislation, its implementation has been well researched. The studies largely fall
into three categories: determining the effectiveness of implementation, identifying
challenges, and suggesting future revisions. We briefly review the first two catego-
ries here to highlight the knowledge base and to set the context for our recommenda-
tions. Regarding the third category, we integrate the past studies’ recommendations
with ours in the main body of this report.

A comprehensive quantitative study of the effectiveness of LCFF on student out-
comes was conducted by Rucker Johnson and published by the Learning Policy In-
stitute (LPI) in 2023. Johnson summarized his five major findings as follows:

1. LCFF improved students’ math and reading achievement. 2. LCFF re-
duced the probability of grade repetition. 3. LCFF increased the likeli-
hood of high school graduation and college readiness. 4. LCFF decreased
suspensions and expulsions. 5. LCFF-induced investments in instruction-
al inputs were associated with improved student achievement.®

He also found:

The impact on student achievement grew with years of exposure to in-
creased funding and with the amount of the funding increase. LEA in-
vestments in instructional inputs, including reduced class size, increased
teacher salaries, and teacher retention, were associated with improved
student outcomes.”

Additional studies validate the effectiveness of LCFF using other educational and
organizational outcomes. We mention a select few here.

* LCFF had a positive impact on the percentage of high school graduates meeting
UC and CSU entrance requirements, with the impact being higher in high-pov-
erty school LEAs.?

LCFF succeeded in creating “a more explicit link between funding and student
poverty.” In addition, “state per pupil revenue increased in proportion to a
LEA’s poverty rate and its concentration of poverty.”*°

LCFF concentration grants improved math and English language arts (ELA)
test scores for targeted students, with the largest impact found for 11'" graders
who had the longest exposure to increased funding at the time of the study.”

Research also documents several challenges that LCFF has faced in attempting to
address the adequacy and equity of school funding needs in California. Studies con-
cluding that current education funding is inadequate explain that LCFF alone can-
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not make up for other inequities and challenges, including historical injustice,** the
COVID pandemic, and increased pensions or health care costs.4 Relatedly, because
the LCFF formula requires that each high-needs student is only counted once, even
if that student has multiple needs, LEAs are not receiving adequate support to meet
complex needs. In large part because of California’s unduplicated count criteria,
“among the 27 states that provide flat rate funding weights for either ELL or at-risk
students, California’s 20% supplemental grant weight is among the lowest.”5 Fur-
ther, other subgroups of students with high needs, such as homeless youth, are not
accounted for in the current formula.*

Several factors appear to combine in preventing LCFF funding from reaching Cali-
fornia’s highest-needs students. LEAs receive supplemental and concentration fund-
ing based on their enrollment of high-needs students, but many LEAs do not spend
the funding directly on those students, instead spreading it more evenly across LEA
schools.”” For instance, a study of LCAPs in the 10 LEAs serving the most foster
youth found that many plans did not specify unique supports for those foster youth.®
Similarly, at least some LEAs are not using known research-based strategies for in-
creasing educational opportunities for particular subgroups, such as ELLs.* LCFF’s
concentration-grant approach has been flagged as a particular equity concern, since
the grant does not reach high-needs students who are enrolled in school LEAs that
do not quite meet the 55% threshold.2° This threshold problem has negative impacts
on student performance.*

A final equity concern involves the inconsistency of LCAPs across the state. Local
control and flexibility have inherent benefits, but some LEAs have struggled to de-
fine clear measures of continuous improvement, particularly for ELLs and other
marginalized subgroups.?? This adds to the challenge of tracking the broader impact
of LCFF statewide. Similarly, LEAs are inconsistent in how they engage communities
and parents in the LCAP process, especially the parents of ELLs.23

The researchers behind these studies offered suggestions for improving LCFF and
LCAP. Rather than review them here, we have integrated them alongside the find-
ings from our study, presented below.

Our Approach

California is fortunate to have many experts in communities, schools, districts, and
state agencies who have been engaged with LCFF/LCAP for years. This expertise
comes through in the studies and reports discussed above, and it also benefited us
in the design of our study. We reached out to Californians who know the system
best, including community organizers, longtime advocates, educational leaders, and
researchers. To increase the focus and productivity of our conversations with these
experts, we drafted a profile document that we asked them to skim prior to those
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conversations. That profile was updated throughout the process, but to build a com-
prehensive understanding of the reform context, the initial version was informed by
the Educational Accountability 3.0 report, by other research about LCFF/LCAP and
accountability systems more generally, and by conversations we pursued with NEPC
fellows and other partners with firsthand knowledge of California. This process al-
lowed us to identify key policy ideas being discussed and potential participants for
interviews and focus groups.

We subsequently interviewed nine experts to gain additional insights and specific
ideas for revisions to the profile. After each of these nine interviews, we considered
updates to the profile, so that the next expert would comment on all working recom-
mendations up to that point. After all interviews were completed, we analyzed inter-
view data holistically and drafted a final profile to use in our focus groups.

We conducted two online focus groups with six people each over a two-day peri-
od. Each group was facilitated by two researchers and was intentionally diverse by
expertise, professional role(s), and LCFF experience.?* The discussions followed a
loose format of asking participants to discuss a prompt on the protocol, offer initial
reactions, suggest changes, share examples, and offer reflections. The participants
were also encouraged to raise new questions and possibilities that were not yet cap-
tured in the profile.25

Recommendations for Improving LCFF/LCAP

Recommendation 1: Increase Education Funding

Our participants were clear that in order to implement their key substantive recom-
mendations for improving LCFF, California must go beyond reallocating currently
inadequate funds. California’s education system needs additional funding, because
present funding levels are not sufficient to offer all students high-quality education
opportunities. This overall inadequacy of education funding in California is well-doc-
umented in earlier research studies.2*

Specific Recommendations From Qur Participants:

* Legislation should increase the LCFF base grants and increase the size and
weights of the supplemental and concentration grants that LEAs receive for
existing and new groups of students (as set forth in Recommendation 2).

Legislation should address property-tax disparities associated with Proposi-
tion 13.

Increased funding should be accompanied by increased transparency. LEAs, in
particular, should clarify how and where education funds are used.
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Discussion

Participants in our study suggested creating a higher foundation of funding and then
ensuring that the funding grows incrementally over time to meet additional needs,
population growth, and/or inflation of educational costs. All students, they said,
should benefit from the additional funding, but there is a need for greater resources
among the most marginalized students. In particular, the weights of both the supple-
mental and concentration grants should be increased in the LCFF formula.

Other researchers have concurred with this recommendation.?” Kaplan (2025) ex-
plained that California’s current supplemental grant weight is lower than what other
states recommend for adequacy, especially because LCFF only allows for unduplicat-
ed student counts. He also explained that increasing the supplemental grant weight
would benefit students with greater needs in LEAs that are ineligible for concentra-
tion grants.2?® Similarly, proposed legislation AB 1204, which came to a standstill in
May 2025, called for increasing LCFF base and supplemental grants and lowering
the qualifying criteria for LEAs to qualify for concentration grants.?®

Our participants also explained that additional resources should address students’
opportunities to learn and thrive in a broad sense that reflects research findings
about comprehensive opportunity gaps. For instance, we know that most opportu-
nity gaps that arise outside of school result from poverty, that poverty is racialized
in our society, and that concentrated poverty in neighborhoods is particularly harm-
ful.3° If state lawmakers do not address these poverty-related obstacles, then chil-
dren will not have equitable opportunities to learn and thrive. Recognizing this, one
participant focused on food insecurity and offered the example of the importance of
universal meals, saying:

This [isn’t] just about one cohort of students getting more. . .. It can be . .
. amore holistic approach. . . . [U]niversal programs . . . obviously have a
great deal more benefit for those families who have greater need . . . [but
they provide] a tangible benefit for all.”

A hurdle to maintaining, let alone increasing, funding for education is the expiration
of Prop 55 funding, looming in 2030. As of 2024, Proposition 55—which passed in
2016 and extended the tax increases that were associated with 2012’s Prop 30—gen-
erated more than $104 billion in total.3* Calling attention to this urgent matter, a
participant explained:

There needs to be a new proposition on the ballot to extend those increas-
es. . .. [As] I think about the sequencing of things. . . . it seems like [it
should] be a higher priority . . . [because] it’s already something in place .
.. [and it] wouldn’t necessarily be framed as [a tax] increase.3?

Participants also suggested the state could charge a sales tax on services similar to
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existing sales taxes on goods. A concrete suggestion in this regard was to tax stock
sales, which would increase taxes for wealthier people without directly increasing
the tax burden for low-income people. (Sales taxes on goods are typically among the
most regressive taxing options.) Another participant suggested that state lawmakers
revise California law to allow for greater local property tax authority similar to what
other states allow. The participant argued that this could “bring . . . sometimes com-
peting interest[s] together to collaborate.” But this change would require changes to
the rules set by Proposition 13.

More broadly, participants readily agreed that property tax disparities and rules as-
sociated with Proposition 13 should be addressed. As one person noted, “I think
[Proposition 13] still continues to be a key vehicle and the one that’s probably been
the most fleshed out,” in terms of reform ideas. In brief, since 1978, Proposition 13
has limited commercial and residential property taxes across the state. Although an
attempt to reform this tax limitation did not pass in 2020, participants suggested
revisiting the idea of bringing the assessed valuations of commercial properties up
to current levels to raise more money for education.3® Participants also suggested
that the cap set by Proposition 13 on the annual growth in assessed property value
be increased from 2% to 5%.34

Concerns about the so-called Basic Aid (or “excess tax”) districts also came up in the
discussions. The property taxes of districts receiving this aid generate revenue that
exceeds the guaranteed minimum set by the state. Accordingly, the LCFF formula
does not send any significant funding back to the districts; instead, the districts
retain the excess. Participants suggested including these Basic Aid districts within
the LCFF funding and distribution, with excess revenues shared with the rest of the
state. However, due to concerns about addressing Proposition 13 and more gener-
ally about raising taxes, participants noted the political resistance that would arise
from adjustments to the state’s Basic Aid approach, especially coming from those
high-revenue districts. A research study from Policy Analysis for California Educa-
tion (PACE) provides a more in-depth analysis of how changes to funding for Basic
Aid districts could impact equity.35

The most recent adequacy study to look at school funding in California was con-
ducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2018.3¢ As of the publication date of
this report, no future adequacy study has been commissioned. Multiple participants,
however, stressed the need to have updated knowledge about sources of funding and
how it is being spent. A participant also expressed frustration with the ambiguous
adequacy standard itself, saying, “Despite all the studies that have happened in Cal-
ifornia, I don’t know that there’s agreement on what that [adequacy] number is.”

Our participants also questioned how education funding policy is communicated, in-
cluding the words used around resource inequity. Participants emphasized the need
to invest more effectively in tools that help communicate to the public how school
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funding works, where it is allocated, and why it is necessary. Responding to concerns
around the lack of transparency, a participant said, “[People] say it just feels like . . .
[money] goes into a big hole, which is . . . the education budget.” Increasing the pub-
lic’s knowledge and understanding of education funding might increase public polit-
ical willingness to boost education funding. Relatedly, a participant wondered about
the wisdom of highlighting all the deficiencies (e.g., low test scores) that “grab head-
lines.” This participant further contended that such headline-grabbing discourse
leads most people to think that there is a “problem with public schools.” In contrast,
multiple participants suggested emphasizing “daily success stories” in schools to en-
courage more investment. They emphasized the need to “demonstrate the value of a
public-school education for all families.” Participants also argued that the language
of adequacy is ineffective. The word is not received well when in conversation with
people who are invested in education but who lack fluency in education policy-speak.

Our participants’ concerns about communication align with those expressed in other
LCFF research. For example, Zarate and Gandara (2022) concluded that LEAs should
be required to provide clear explanations of how supplemental and concentration
funds will advance research-based strategies for increasing education opportunities
and outcomes for ELLs. They explain that it is currently difficult to track how these
grants are spent and how that spending directly improved educational outcomes
for identified students.?” Also, a report from two California advocacy organizations
called for the state to “[p]rovide clear guidance and support to LEAs on creating and
describing specific actions (as opposed to vague or bundled actions).”3®

Recommendation 2: Center Equity Through Better Measures and
Distribution

Closely related to Recommendation 1 (increasing overall education funding) is en-
suring that current and new funding is distributed in the most equitable manner.
Our participants were clear that both the high-needs populations of students al-
ready targeted by LCFF and additional groups of marginalized students not targeted
by LCFF need additional support. To support these students, state officials should
make future adjustments to the formula to holistically consider income levels and
degrees of need. The state should also more broadly revisit the strategic distribution
of resources.

Specific Recommendations From Qur Participants:

* LCFF should use more accurate and nuanced indicators of poverty.

LCFF should account for gradients of poverty experienced by students and
served by schools.

LCFF should ensure that supplemental and concentration funding that LEAs
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receive for high-needs students is used for those same students at the school
level.

LCFF should change its current approach of using unduplicated counts, ac-
counting instead for multiple categories of needs for a given student.

LCFF should include additional categories of students with higher needs, in-
cluding unhoused students, Native American tribal members, and students
with greater needs as measured by a new statewide version of LAUSD’s SENTI.

The state should consider whether a funding formula based on enrollment or
attendance better addresses fairness and equity.

The state should consider addressing the staffing needs of schools and LEAs
that have higher concentrations of poverty.

Discussion

Our study participants reminded us that the free and reduced-price meal (FRPM)
rate exceeds 60% in California public schools. This suggests the possibility that there
is so much need in California that poverty-based funding, while certainly being dis-
tributed to LEAs with need, might not be concentrated enough in LEAs with the
highest needs—essentially a triage/gradient issue as well as a measurement issue.

The latter issue is due to the imperfect data sources available for measuring pover-
ty. Our participants flagged that the FRPM approach has become near-obsolete as
a measure for poverty, because the state adopted universal meals, and families no
longer need to sign up for their students to receive the benefit. They pointed to sev-
eral alternative ways to measure poverty: direct certification (using data from other
government assistance programs like Medi-Cal and SNAP to automatically identify
eligible students); using California income tax data (to estimate family income); us-
ing census data (a calculation of the average income-to-poverty ratio—that is, family
income in relation to the federal poverty level—in the school’s surrounding area);
and using a composite index of community and education needs like LAUSD’s SENI.
However, significant decreases to federal Medicaid and SNAP enrollment as a result
of the 2025 Reconciliation Bill (known as H.R.1 or the One Big Beautiful Bill Act)
means that some of the direct certification measures previously used will not be as
useful for identifying all students in need. Although participants agreed on the ne-
cessity of more accurate data, they shared concerns about each of these options and
noted that politics, paperwork, social capital, time, and administrative hurdles can
all be impediments to gathering it. Rather than advancing a single solution, partici-
pants suggested that the state commission a study to develop a poverty measure that
most accurately reflects LCFF’s equity intent.

Such a state-commissioned study should consider the following concerns expressed
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by our participants. They told us that most LEAs already utilize direct certification
to help determine FRPM program eligibility. However, they also shared that direct
certification does not fully capture all low-income students because undocumented
students and students from mixed-status families are hesitant to apply for bene-
fits, especially given the anti-immigrant national context. In addition, as mentioned
above, recent cuts to these federal programs will likely result in an undercounting
of need. Participants explained that using California income tax data is limited be-
cause individual tax returns do not capture items such as business earnings or family
wealth, and the school-choice landscape makes it hard to map income tax data to a
school’s student population. Participants also pointed to the unreliability of census
data and (again) the messiness caused by the school-choice landscape. As one par-
ticipant explained:

One of the things that makes census-based data tricky is that 10% of the
kids are in charter schools that don’t have geographic boundaries. So,
whereas we can map census tracks to school district boundaries, and that
mapping has been done, [charter schools] don’t adhere to those boundar-
ies. [Fliguring out how to handle that would be a complication.

Our participants agreed that SENI’s criteria are more comprehensive than LCFF’s
and thus it could help identify more low-income students. However, participants ex-
pressed concern that many LEAs would need to collect and analyze new data to im-
plement this statewide. In fact, our participants agreed that all the options discussed
would require the state to invest in systems that produce a significantly better data
infrastructure.

A research study from the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) offers an excel-
lent starting point for the state to investigate and then choose a more effective pover-
ty measure. Similar to the concerns raised by our participants, the study concludes,
“FRPM generally has worse predictive power for student outcomes than alternative
income measures or indices.”3° The researchers suggest that the state explore alter-
natives such as the systemic and supported use of direct certification or the develop-
ment of “broader need indices that account for community conditions” and also pro-
vide a case study of SENI.4° Lawmakers should carefully investigate whether these
or other possibilities (or some combination of two or more) should be legislated as a
requirement rather than an option and/or should be facilitated by the state because
there are strengths and benefits to each.

The triage/gradient issue raised by our participants is simply that LCFF should ac-
count for the range in different families’ levels of poverty. A child in a family living
in deep poverty generally has greater needs than a household with income between
130% and 185% of the federal poverty level (the eligibility range for reduced-price
meals). While LCFF currently considers the gradient of poverty across the school
population (i.e., responding to a given LEA’s higher or lower number of students
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with greater needs), this is not nuanced enough to capture this gradient of poverty
as experienced between students.

Participants also stated that LCFF should account for regional variations in the cost
of living. A given dollar in the budget of a family or a school district will generate
different resources in San Jose versus Fresno. As one participant said, “[You can’t]
get to equity without [considering] cost of living.” Respondents noted that such dis-
parities mean that “many communities can’t find fully qualified staff” in areas where
housing costs are more expensive. A revised LCFF should attempt to account for
these differences. Recently proposed legislation (AB 1204) would more holistically
consider economic disparities between regions, particularly around costs of labor
and housing.+

A closely related issue involves the size of LEAs. Economies of scale benefit LEAs
with, for instance, tens of thousands of students compared to LEAs that serve 20
students or fewer.

Another gradient issue discussed by our participants concerns the LCFF concentra-
tion grant at the LEA level specifically. Currently, if a LEA has 55% or more students
with high needs, the LEA receives a concentration grant. This grant provides an
additional 65% of the base grant level for each high-needs student above the 55%
threshold. Our participants suggested that LCFF should be revised to include a grad-
uated increase in funding as the percentage of high-needs students increases rather
than this single threshold of 55%. So, for example, a school with between 40% and
55% high-needs students might receive a concentration grant, providing 50% of the
base grant for each high-needs student above the 40% threshold.

Notably, Kaplan (2025) similarly concluded that the eligibility threshold for con-
centration grants should be lowered, either by lowering the percentage or creating
a graduated increase akin to what our participants suggested.+* Similarly, AB 1204
proposes to lower the concentration eligibility threshold to 45%.43 Participants did
express concern, however, that with a given pot of LCFF funding, funding gradients
would take money away from the schools with the highest concentration of needs, a
point which emphasized the vital need to increase overall education funding state-
wide.

Relatedly and aligned to recommendations from other LCFF research,* our partici-
pants suggested that LCFF should ensure that high-needs students who are counted
in concentration and supplemental grants via LEA funding are benefitted by the
provision of research-based resources and opportunities to learn. Participants em-
phasized that the equity intent of LCFF is successful in getting LEAs to count low-in-
come students, ELLs, and foster youth but less successful in ensuring that the con-
centration and supplemental funds are used for proven education supports that help
these same students. Part of the challenge is that students are counted at the school

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/LCFF 20 of 41




level, then funding is distributed to the LEA; but LEAs do not consistently track or
communicate the ways they get that funding to schools and students with the highest
needs.

Participants therefore agreed that LEAs should be incentivized to identify re-
search-proven interventions specific to each target group in their LCAPs. One partic-
ipant offered the example of dual language programs, which have a strong research
base showing increased educational outcomes for ELLs. LEAs that receive supple-
mental and concentration funds for ELLs, this participant suggested, should be in-
centivized (with even more funding) to use the money to create, build, and expand
dual language programs. This recommendation is similar to recommendations made
by Zarate and Gandara (2019) that LEAs should be required to have measurable
outcomes of broad academic development for ELLs in LCAPs and that LEAs should
distribute supplemental funds to schools in direct proportion to their enrollment of
high-needs students.4

In giving LEAs local control, our participants noted, LCFF allows them to spread
concentration funds across schools regardless of where students are enrolled. A par-
ticipant provided the example of a district that failed to meet LCFF’s equity intent
in its plan to increase staffing and support. Because increases in staffing were made

at every single school site . . . senior teachers end up in the low-poverty
schools . . . [and less experienced teachers] end up in the [high-poverty
schools]. . . . [It] starts off looking like an equity policy . . . focusing on
kids with the greatest needs, . . . [but] it’s not necessarily the [schools
with] high concentrations [of poverty] that are getting the extra benefit.

To address these kinds of concerns, participants again raised the idea of requiring
LEAs to use something like LAUSD’s SENI to distribute money to schools.

Another aligned suggestion is to build on the changes already made through the
LCFF Equity Multiplier.#¢ These additional resources are provided to high-needs
schools—those with high non-stability (i.e., transiency) rates and where at least 70%
of students are socioeconomically disadvantaged. The Equity Multiplier addresses
critiques from early LCFF research by requiring that LEAs receiving these funds in-
clude specific LCAP targets and measures for high-needs students specifically. How-
ever, the amount of funds available through this program is budget dependent, since
the funding is outside the LCFF formula.

Consistent with the findings of several earlier studies,* our participants strongly
agreed that LCFF should better account for students who experience multiple cat-
egories of needs. Currently, supplemental and concentration grants through LCFF
are determined based on the unduplicated numbers of low-income, ELLs, and fos-
ter-youth students enrolled. But, if students meet multiple categories of need, our
participants agreed, schools should receive extra funding to support those students.
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One participant explained it this way: There are “increasing levels of challenge for
[many schools, because] there’s not increasing funding for a student who . .. [has]
more than one” category of need. By using this approach, a LEA serving a low-in-
come, ELL student in foster care would have that student counted in all three catego-
ries, increasing a LEA’s supplemental grant and increasing the number of LEAs that
qualify for a concentration grant.

Emphasizing this point, our participants noted that schools serving many students
with multiple needs are likely being called upon to address concentration effects
of poverty and marginalization. “[H]aving that higher percentage more often than
not signifies that that community has less political power [and] that there may be
environmental conditions [and] toxicities that are pushed into this community,” a
participant explained. The same participant contended that all counts and measure-
ments used within LCFF should be re-examined to ensure a full understanding of
contextual factors, thereby ensuring that the equity intent of LCFF is fully imple-
mented.

Adding context to this point, Kaplan (2025) explained:

If policymakers changed the LCFF’s fiscal design and implemented this
additional funding for students who meet the criteria of multiple groups,
it would join the majority of states that provide this type of additive fund-
ing to address the distinct needs of different student groups.+®

Proposed legislation AB104, mentioned in Recommendation #1, would allow for
such duplicate or triplicate counts of high-needs students.4°

Our participants raised the additional concern that LCFF does not capture key needs
of students in their diverse state. They suggested expanding the high-needs categories
to include unhoused students, Native American tribal members, and students with
greater needs as measured by a new statewide version of something like LAUSD’s
SENI. Participants also flagged African American students as uniquely marginalized
and needing additional resources, but they felt hamstrung by legal limitations on the
use of students’ racial and ethnic identity. The three potential new categories they
did identify would, nonetheless, help bring resources to schools serving more of the
state’s highest-need students. Other researchs® and proposed legislation5* also point
to including unhoused youth in LCFF, and advocates have suggested SENI to “mod-
ify the funding model to better target student racial groups.”s?

However, participants again cautioned that adding such student groups should come
with additional funding, rather than diluting the current budget. As one participant
warned, “If you mess around with this sliding scale [on the concentration grant part
of the formula] and you dilute it so much, you’re going to move backwards.” To
counter the possibility of diluting revenue streams that reach students with the high-
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est needs, our participants were most comfortable suggesting that their recommen-
dations—for new categories of high-needs students and for reaching more students
through a graduated formula—apply to any extra funding, but many also felt that the
entire LCFF system of funding allocation should incorporate the suggested changes.

Participants also highlighted an ongoing discussion in California about whether ed-
ucation funding through LCFF should be based on a school’s enrollment or on at-
tendance or perhaps on a combination of the two. According to a 2022 PACE report,
using enrollment would increase the cost of LCFF by as much as $3.4 billion annu-
ally.’3 Absent a new source of revenues, this would entail shifting Proposition 98
funding away from other public services (e.g., libraries and transportation). Our par-
ticipants thought this was an important conversation to have, but they saw benefits
and drawbacks in each approach. Enrollment counts are viewed as less volatile, and
LEAs with higher poverty are typically subject to higher rates of absenteeism due
to factors outside of the school, which are two arguments in favor of the shift. But
others noted that this approach could create the wrong set of incentives, especially
in a school-choice context, for ensuring that enrolled students are attending school,
a problem that has been documented with virtual (online) schools.5

As the methodology for ensuring that funding reaches the highest-need students
improves, participants also considered improvements to staffing. At the most basic
level, once additional money reaches schools, it should translate to more staff serv-

ing the students. But our participants focused on a different issue. Within any given
LEA, school-level spending tends to be substantially higher in schools serving stu-
dents from higher-income families. This is because most spending is on personnel
(salary plus benefits) and because more senior teachers, who have higher compensa-
tion, tend to move to those lower-poverty schools. Those schools have the benefit of
more experienced teachers, and our participants suggested that LEAs should assist
schools with less experienced teachers—especially those who work with a greater
concentration of high-needs students—by providing substantially more staff. This
change, they suggested, should be addressed within LCFF.

One concern, however, is that a formula providing additional staffing funds to high-
needs schools with less experienced teachers could create an incentive for leaders of
those schools—those who have the discretion to do so—to shift hiring and retention
even further toward those less experienced teachers. The suggested policy change
should therefore be carefully crafted with such cautions in mind, even though the
caution itself should not be read as an argument for inaction. In fact, the recommen-
dation made by our participants aligns well with a PACE research study on LCFF
that includes the following recommendation: “Equitably distribute effective teach-
ers. Increase transparency and accountability around how teachers are distributed
and sustain and grow policies and programs that increase equitable access to effec-
tive teachers and improve teacher working conditions.”ss
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Recommendation 3: Advance Participatory and Reciprocal
Accountability

Participatory accountability involves democratic systems supporting meaning-
ful engagement with advocacy organizations, community members, families, and
students across the federal, state, regional, county, and classroom levels of the edu-
cation system. Reciprocal accountability concerns the importance of both top-
down and bottom-up responsibility, with policymakers responsible for providing
needed capacity and resources to LEAs, county offices of education, and schools—not
just schools, teachers and students being accountable for teaching and learning. This
higher standard of accountability would mean that LCAP teams must be required to
include this broader group of participants in setting LCAP goals, and the broader
group of government leaders must be held accountable for meeting them. Below, we
discuss how our participants approached each of these, starting with the former.

Participatory Accountability

The LCAP process aims to engage community members in making meaningful de-
cisions about an LEA’s goals and priorities. It was, in fact, cited as a model of par-
ticipatory accountability in the Educational Accountability 3.0 report.’®* While our
participants agreed that the LCAP process had thus far increased community en-
gagement, they saw it falling far short of meaningful democratic participation and
deliberation. They suggested revisions that would create a multilayered system of
engagement.

Specific Recommendations From Qur Participants:

* LEAs should set clear educational and spending goals in LCAPs, use under-
standable indicators to track progress toward those goals, and report results
in an accessible dashboard so that non-expert community members can easily
understand how their school, LEA, and state are doing.

The state should provide better technology for LEA leaders to create and mon-
itor LCAPs.

Creating and monitoring LCAPs should be an engaged and ongoing learning
process, helping LEAs and communities collaborate, understand, and improve.

The state should incentivize LEAs to hold regular community meetings, where
LEAs share the results of their LCAPs and get feedback from the community.
This expanded participatory accountability should reach and involve a broader
part of the community by using strategies such as focus groups, polling, for-
mal/informal evaluation, and civic deliberation.

The state should provide opportunities for comprehensive training for LEA and
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school leaders to learn how to meaningfully engage with their communities as
part of LCAPs.

Discussion

Although participants agreed that the LCAP process should include deeper demo-
cratic deliberation and engagement from parents, students, and other community
members, they told us there is currently a lack of consistency from LEA to LEA.
Several of their recommendations set forth in the above bullet points—better indica-
tors, regular opportunities for formative feedback along the way, training in effective
community engagement, and better technology—address the inconsistency. Another
suggestion was to broaden participation by making a concerted effort to bring in
more “voices of young people.”

Our participants maintained that the first step to meaningfully engaging communi-
ties in the LCAP process is to ensure that the actual LCAP document provides clear
information about the LEA’s goals, how the goals are measured, and the progress
being made on the goals at the school, LEA, and state level. Yet, as one participant
explained, there is currently a

tension around what that [LCAP] document is trying to hold. It’s really
long. It’s really complex. It’s been revised a bunch of times. . . . Is it really
an accountability tool? Is it really a strategic planning tool? Is it [really]
supposed to be accessible to the public?

Both the state and LEAs have a role in improving this system. At the LEA level,
our participants recommended that leaders prioritize goals for improvement that
are directly tied to improving educational opportunities and outcomes for the high-
est-needs students. LEA leaders should also select and regularly report on clear mea-
sures of progress. Other research studies’” and advocacy reports5® have made similar
recommendations. For instance, one participant suggested that parents should be
able to access, on their mobile phones, a dashboard showing each LEA’s progress. In
contrast, as noted by a different participant, “right now if you open any LCAP, even
the most transparent ones like in Oakland, or something like that, . . . it’s just such a
cumbersome [document].”

Aligning with earlier research studies’® and advocacy reports,®® our participants em-
phasized that an important part of an improved LCAP process is being able to track
how, where, and why money is spent. As one participant shared, “I think the broader
problem is we just don’t track the school level. . . . We need to figure out a way to
track how the LEAs are spending money in their school sites.” Our participants em-
phasized that they should be able to see how funding generated when schools enroll
high-needs students was spent by those schools on proven strategies for helping
those particular students. Or in the words of one participant, LCAPs should include
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“assurances that the dollars, the extra dollars that are generated, actually go to ad-
dress the needs, the extra needs, and provide high-level service.” Towards that end,
participants suggested better integration of the LCAP process into regular school
board activity and developing better indicators of improvement that more people
could easily understand.

Our participants further suggested that the state-provided LCAP template needs
to be revised so that LEAs can successfully use it to measure their own progress
and compare their progress to other LEAs. The state should, they said, also pro-
vide incentives for LEAs to prioritize proven solutions specifically for the groups of
high-needs students targeted by LCFF. So, for example, the state should incentivize
the adoption of strategies for improving educational outcomes for ELLs—like dual
immersion schools—specifically. Notably, Public Advocates and ACLU of Southern
California made very similar recommendations in their LCFF report.®* Several par-
ticipants in our study discussed the unwieldy nature of the LCAP templates currently
provided by the state. Those templates include several fillable forms, some of which
are online and interactive while others must be downloaded onto a computer.

With stronger and more accessible information in place, the next step in improving
LCAPs and LCFF is improving the process of community engagement. Our partici-
pants contended that LCAP should be an engaged and ongoing learning process for
LEAs and communities to collaborate, understand, and improve. In the words of one
participant, “success is where parents [and] community members feel like they knew
what they were reading and knew they had the opportunity to provide feedback, saw
their feedback, and [knew] that their feedback was considered.”

Based on what we heard during the study, we suggest a scaling up of California’s
Community Engagement Initiative (CEI), which began in 2018 and was expanded in
2022. CEI explains its purpose as fourfold, mirroring in many ways the recommen-
dations made by our participants for improving LCAP:

* Building capacity in communities and school districts to have difficult conver-
sations with each other and build trust, with a focus on improving outcomes
for pupils.

Identifying effective models of community engagement and metrics to evaluate
those models.

Developing effective peer-to-peer partnerships between school districts and
county offices of education to deepen community engagement.

Improve community engagement statewide and incorporate practices that
prove effective toward school district and county office of education continu-
ous improvement efforts. (CEI, 2025)
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The CEI provides resources that school districts can apply for, using an opt-in strat-
egy. This strategy improves buy-in and likelihood of success. But community mem-
bers within less enthusiastic school districts have not been benefiting. Though par-
ticipants shared concerns about forcing districts to opt into a program, they also
expressed a need for their district and school leaders to be provided with the kind of
support offered by CEI. So, finding a way to offer and incentivize participation, rath-
er than a mandate, is important. Participants suggested the CEI process could be ini-
tiated by community members. Notably, reports from EdTrust West and from Public
Advocates and ACLU of Southern California—all organizations deeply respected for
working with communities across California—also recommend expanding the CEI
initiative.%2

Participants also shared ideas for how LEAs can expand participatory accountability
to a broader part of the community, using approaches such as focus groups, poll-
ing, formal/informal evaluation, and civic deliberation. They shared examples of
effective efforts in relatively small university-community partnership programs. For
instance, public involvement in conducting formal, or informal, evaluations could
be designed to draw upon local knowledge, since local stakeholders attuned to their
community’s needs are best positioned to apply what they see as the most salient
criteria of school quality. Participants also suggested LEAs should develop and im-
plement strategies to facilitate ongoing feedback over several years. LEAs, they said,
should avoid the formalism of mere checklists and instead provide community mem-
bers the opportunity to ask and answer questions during regular LCAP meetings. In
this way, the LCAP process could be a potential site for critical democratic participa-
tion. Our participants were not naive about the hurdles to accomplishing this beyond
a select group of LEAs, but they saw the need to work toward this key goal with a
serious and deliberate commitment.

Although participants wanted to see LEAs taking actions that would garner greater
community involvement in the LCAP process, they also voiced a concern about this
broadened participation opening the door for more people to use education for po-
litical opportunism and “conflict campaigns.” As one participant stated, “Inviting
in more public participation . . . means more threats [and] more misinformation.”
Even though democratic participation can be messy and ugly, short-circuiting that
participation necessarily undermines the LCAP process.

Participants were divided about the idea of formally including community-based or-
ganizations (CBOs) as part of the LCAP process. Some were skeptical about relying
too much on private nonprofits to shape or facilitate community participation. An-
other participant, however, discussed how critical these nonprofits are to generating
family engagement, saying, “[It] depends on the [CBO] structure, [but] . . . there
are certain communities where CBOs . . . bring a lot of strength [to local] relation-
ships.”® Despite the importance of this family engagement, the participant pointed
out that these groups do not currently receive LCFF support, recommending that
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LCFF funds be routed to some CBOs. The inherent discretion of selecting which
CBOs deserve support is, however, problematic, and other participants expressed
concerns about moneyed interests using CBOs in an “astroturf” effort to eclipse the
authentic interests of students and families. The focus group discussion thus raised
the CBO issue, but the group did not arrive at a concrete recommendation.

Participants clearly called for better training for people involved in the LCAP process.
They explained that facilitating true community engagement—across economical-
ly, linguistically, and racially diverse communities—is a specialized skill, and many
school and LEA leaders have never received training in this skill. Their discussion
reflected the following recommendation from an EdTrust West report:

The students and families most affected by systemic disparities have the
best insights on solutions for those disparities. Local education leaders
must build trusting relationships and must share information with all stu-
dents and families, particularly the most marginalized. Education leaders
must regard students, parents, teachers, and members of the communi-
ty as partners and collaborators in decision-making and must commit to
meaningfully engaging them in the LCAP process. For this to be a reality,
the state must invest in providing local education leaders, parents, stu-
dents, and community stakeholders with the training necessary for this
crucial engagement work.%4

Participants also discussed the importance of scaffolding the participation of par-
ents and students with learning on budgeting and education policy. “If you're going
to expect parents and community members to step into this new role that may feel
countercultural to them in many ways,” said one, “you need to provide really over-
whelming support . . . to build their confidence in their role and in their ability to
participate.”

Reciprocal Accountability

LCFF/LCAP should include accountability across all layers of the system, according
to our participants. Specifically, legislation should clarify the governance of LCFF,
and mechanisms should be enacted that hold state entities accountable for their
fiscal obligations to schools. These elements of reciprocal accountability require col-
laboration among leaders at the school, LEA and state levels, because lawmakers
and others at the state level shape the context within which school districts, schools,
teachers, and students pursue their work. These policymakers have an ongoing ob-
ligation to provide needed capacity and resources to school districts, county offices
of education, and schools.
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Specific Recommendations From Qur Participants:

* Legislation should clarify accountability goals for each level of the education
system.

Legislation should enact reciprocal accountability mechanisms, such as trigger
laws, that set clear goals for the state and are enforceable.

Discussion

Participants pointed out that an accountability system is not complete if it only in-
cludes a conventional system of top-down accountability. Those at the top, partic-
ularly the legislature and governor, have crucial roles in providing educational op-
portunities to all young people. When those at the top come up short, no amount of
demands for better results will substantially improve the system. Participants were
clear that the state must be held accountable for their primary education respon-
sibility of providing the funding schools need to educate students. This additional
type of accountability would require new legislation, outlining the role of each layer
of government in supporting education, and including enforceable consequences if
those roles are not met. Participants also shared ideas for creating new levels of
democratic participation at the state level. One participant pointed to the possibili-
ty of creating a children’s council that works in collaboration with the Office of the
Governor—something similar to the Early Childhood Policy Council established by
the Office of the Governor, which is made up of experts who advise the governor,
legislature, and superintendent of public instruction. A state LCFF council could
parallel the LCAP LEA-level process by creating a space for democratic discussions
around state decision-making.®

Another participant pointed to the idea of creating a statewide student bill of rights
and having school and LEA leaders report on progress towards them in regular LCAP
meetings. This participant further explained that a bill was introduced into the Cal-
ifornia Assembly in 2001-02 by then-Assemblymember Judy Chu based on input
from youth researchers and community organizers.% The bill would have established
a state guarantee to educational opportunities like learning materials and resources,
qualified teachers, and a safe and supportive school environment. Though the leg-
islation never made it out of the committee, the idea, developed by youth and com-
munity members, provides a strong example of what reciprocal accountability could
look like—students, parents, and community members regularly review data about
how well the state, their LEA, and schools are doing in providing learning opportu-
nities to all young people.

Our participants said that this multi-level accountability is important not just for the
state but also for counties. Such legislation should add clarity by developing under-
standable indicators and measures of progress for county offices of education. As in
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the discussions of participatory accountability, participants explained that non-ex-
perts should be able to access and understand how effectively each layer of the gov-
ernment is in meeting its responsibilities. In their report, Public Advocates and the
ACLU of Southern California similarly recommended both increasing support for
and auditing county offices of education “to evaluate whether they are fulfilling their
review, support, and accountability duties under LCFF.”¢”

Participants discussed several concrete ideas, including legislated “trigger mecha-
nisms” associated with reciprocal accountability. For example, an accountability law
might create a fund potentially available to schools that are not meeting accountabil-
ity goals. When a school is identified as underperforming, an LEA could apply for
these funds if the state is not meeting its resource obligations. Any punitive account-
ability measures of the school or LEA would be delayed until the state’s funding
obligations are met.®®

That said, one challenge inherent in this type of reciprocal accountability system
is that it could generate unwelcome litigation. Because of this potential, any sys-
tem should be structured with clearly articulated standards and barriers to frivolous
claims, and a hearing process could be required prior to any litigation—an adminis-
trative exhaustion requirement similar to the requirement that individuals first file
a complaint with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission or a similar state
agency before filing a Title VII (employment discrimination) lawsuit.

Participants were cautious of any legislative or LEA actions that were excessively
punitive. They preferred a reciprocal accountability system focused on building ca-
pacity and rewarding success. As one participant noted, “This statewide system of
support is not supporting much . . . [We need] a way to actually incentivize actors
within the system who are demonstrating success.” Similarly, another participant
shared, “I would like to see people get incentives for doing better. Because they got
incentives for children failing.” On that point, we raised our own caution about the
distorting impact of high-stakes incentives. While ESSA criteria are broader than
those of NCLB, any accountability system with meaningfully high stakes should use
definitions of success that are aligned with effective pedagogical practices and that
account for the vast inequities that exist outside of schools.

Recommendation 4: Align Education with Broader Systems of
Care

To create an ecosystem of support that allows students to learn and thrive, partici-
pants suggested stronger alignment with sectors outside of school, including hous-
ing, food and nutrition, health care, and transportation. The revised system would
build the robust connective tissue needed to link resources and support at the state,
county, and school levels, thereby decreasing opportunity gaps inside and outside of
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schools.

Specific Recommendations From Qur Participants:

*  When revising LCFF, legislators should aim to coordinate LCFF other relevant
sectors, such as housing, healthcare, nutrition, child welfare, and behavioral
health and developmental services.

The state should continue working to align LCFF services with services provid-
ed through other funding, including community schools.

Legislation should assist LEAs in braiding local, state, and federal funding to
increase reimbursements to schools (e.g., Medi-Cal funding for mental health
supports provided by schools).

Discussion

Proposition 98 revenue is a guaranteed source of funding for K-12 education in Cal-
ifornia. Other key services for families and children have no such protection. As
one participant observed, “Education is seen from others outside of education as
consuming 40% of the state’s budget, and it’s protected . . . [so] everyone else gets
squeezed.” We understand this perception; however, from the perspective of the
child and the need to address that child’s opportunities to learn and thrive, it would
be difficult to prioritize schooling above health care, housing, food, and nutrition—
all of which are important. The ideal system would ensure that these and other core
needs of children and their families are fully met and that services are connected and
coordinated.

Our participants urged government officials and advocates to consider what was ref-
erenced as the “non-98 side of the budget,” which includes libraries, health care,
school facilities, special education, social services, parks and recreation, and com-
munity colleges. Better coordination across these sectors, that are technically but not
logically outside of educational domains, should help stabilize their funding sources.
Participants also emphasized the need for a comprehensive overhaul that includes
greater transparency regarding the allocation of funds.

Participants also urged the state to incentivize cross-sector collaboration. The col-
laboration could involve basic connections to community resources, as described
by a participant who pointed to the efforts of the West Contra Costa Unified School
District, which “brought people together . . . around adequate, accessible outdoor
space to play.” Participants said that such efforts need to be broadened and scaled
up, which will require the state to play an active role, but which could pay off tre-
mendously:

[W]hat happens if suddenly public health and behavioral health and social
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services and housing come to the table and [say], ‘we’re going to match
your $200 million with another $50 million.” And then everybody puts in
$50 [million]. . . . [Eventually,] you have a pool of resources that is based
[on] a measure that is aggregating a set of understandings about the eco-
system of need.

Another participant added that existing state programs—Ilike the Children and Youth
Behavioral Initiative, BH-CONNECT, and the Comprehensive Prevention Planning
under FFPSA Part 1—provide both a model of, and opportunity for, further collabo-
ration focused on closing the opportunity gaps that originate beyond the classroom.
As another example, recent legislation to create a trauma-informed system of care
for foster youth (AB 2083), requiring inter-agency collaboration, could be a start-
ing point for helping school and country partners better collaborate in meeting the
needs of foster youth.

Central to the issue of cross-sector collaboration is California’s Community Schools
Partnership Program (CCSPP), which should be sustained and expanded. ESSER
funds initially prompted the program in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It is
grounded in a strong research base and is producing very real benefits. Yet, when
discussing community schools, participants spoke about the lack of cross-sector col-
laboration, a weak public perception of the program, and funding limitations. In-
deed, funding for CCSPP, which focuses on whole child and family support, is set to
expire by June 30, 2031.

With the remaining five-and-a-half school years of current funding, one of our par-
ticipants raised the concern that “community school [funds] just [go] to buying ad-
ditional staffing within the school district silo.” Lack of public understanding about
community schools, along with impending financial limitations and skepticism about
their effectiveness, should spur state officials and advocates to address how to most
effectively integrate community school implementations with other initiatives that
also address closing opportunity gaps.

Participants also called for LEAs to be more transparent and to clearly communicate
the tangible resources (e.g., music and art programs, learning time, universal meals,
or universal transitional kindergarten) that come from linking the K-12 school sys-
tem to the broader set of community and public services. At the school level, partic-
ipants suggested that the LCFF/LCAP system should connect directly to CCSPP, but
with better support for existing community school coordinators.

Given the cross-sector nature of efficiently closing opportunity gaps, participants
encouraged counties to adopt county-level liaisons who work across departments
to organize and coordinate cross-agency collaboration. Participants explained that
such county-level coordination would take structural changes and strong intentions
to operationalize collaboration, but the results would be well worth the investment
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of time and funding.

While local- and state-level investments in non-school sectors are essential, the
federal government has an important role, too. Sometimes, federal resources are
provided directly to families and communities, and at other times, those resources
are provided to the state, thereby increasing the state’s capacity. As one participant
noted, “When we use the federal entitlements to [their] maximal intent,” state-level
resources are more plentiful. In 2023, California schools received over $620 million
in Medi-Cal (Medicaid) funding, for example, and this spending benefitted many of
the same students who met the requirements for LCFF concentration grants (e.g.
low-income youth and foster youth). Medi-Cal helps pay for some direct health ser-
vices as well as key school staff, such as social workers and psychologists, who are
focused on mental and physical health.

While the federal role used to be fairly reliable, some of this funding is now threat-
ened.® Participants also discussed how the data necessary to address out-of-school
opportunity gaps could be compromised due to federal governmental interference,
particularly surrounding immigrant families. The uncertainty arising out of Wash-
ington, D.C., underscores the importance of a muscular and engaged state role in
addressing the issues highlighted throughout this report.

Conclusion

This report emphasizes a key finding of other reports—that California’s LCFF/LCAP
reforms have significantly advanced equity and local decision-making but still need
to be improved in important ways. The fact that California is advancing equity in ed-
ucation in a moment where the federal government is turning away from the equity
mission of public education makes these recommendations even more timely. Cali-
fornia has the opportunity not just to maintain but to advance public education for
all of its students. These changes provide another strategic moment for California to
lead and model the equitable changes that are possible even in a limited or hostile
federal context. But advancing these bold goals demands that government officials
at multiple levels take correspondingly bold steps to meet current educational and
social realities.

The participants in our report reaffirmed the need for increased and more equitable
funding to sustain high-quality learning opportunities for all students, especially
those facing the deepest poverty and multiple barriers to educational opportunities
and success. Achieving true equity requires updating poverty measures, refining the
distribution of supplemental and concentration grants, and ensuring that the sys-
tem’s additional resources for high-needs students reach them at the school level.
Equally vital is strengthening reciprocal and participatory accountability, so that
community members have a meaningful voice in shaping and evaluating education-
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al outcomes. The recommended reforms also emphasize integrating education with
broader public systems—such as housing, health, and nutrition—to address opportu-
nity gaps beyond the classroom. Implementing these changes will require sustained
public investment, cross-sector collaboration, and transparent communication to
build collective trust and understanding.

The first decade of LCFF and LCAP transformed California’s education system into
one for more equitable funding and more empowered communities. The next de-
cade must begin with a recognition that the reform still has work to do to fully meet
its equity intent. Once state officials and advocates recognize this reality, they can
work together to move the state forward to a second transformation that ensures the
LCFF/LCAP system helps all Californians thrive.
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To make this example more concrete, California currently has about 9,500 district-run public
schools and about 1,300 charter schools. If 5% of these schools are potentially subject to
accountability sanctions, 540 schools (or, more accurately, their districts) could potentially make a
claim alleging insufficient state support. Since the average public school in California enrolls about
580 students, and since the TK—12 portion of Prop 98 funding yields about $18,000 in per-pupil
funding, the average public school in California receives about $10.4 million in funding per year.
If the proven shortfall each year for these schools is 10%, that means that the total possible claim
would be about $540 million (540 schools claiming about $1 million each). This rough calculation
suggests that the reciprocal-accountability reserve fund would be less (and probably much less)
than 0.5% of the approximately $115 billion annually in Prop 98 spending.

This is due to cuts to Medicaid and SNAP in the 2025 reconciliation bill combined with a
September 2025 Trump-administration investigation of California and six other ‘blue’ states alleged
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status. See https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/trump-administration-investigates-medicaid-
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