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Tony Gordo, Ruth Strick, Cushon Bell, and George

Brumder spent much of February, March, and April mak-
ing phone calls several nights a week from a make-shift
office on the second floor of the First United Methodist
Church in Pasadena, California.

Gordo was calling Spanish-speaking voters, urging
them to vote “yes” on Measure CC, a $120 parcel tax for
the Pasadena Unified School District. The 50-year old Gor-
do has worked for PUSD for 16 years, first as a teacher’s
aide and for the past 10 years as a painter with the district’s
maintenance division. He has two children at PUSD’s John
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Muir High School and another at Pasadena Community
College. His union, Teamsters Local 911, initially recruited
Gordo to the CC phone bank, but he soon began showing
up at the church on his own on a regular basis.

Strick, 78, is a career counselor and silversmith who
has been active in Pasadena’s arts community, She learned
about the CC.campaign from a local arts group and became
one of its most effective volunteer phone-bankers. The
38-year-old Bell is a teacher in the Los Angeles schools
who has two children in Pasadena’s public schools. She is
a leader with Invest in PUSD Kids, a grassroots commu-
nity group, which helped organize the CC campaign’s vol-
imteers. Brumder, 72, is a retired corporate lawyer and a
well-connected and energetic philanthropist whose grown
children attended private schools. He serves as president
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of the Pasadena Educational Foundation, which raises
funds for the public schools, and chaired the CC campaign
committee.

These four unlikely collaborators were among the
more than 700 volunteers mobilized by the Measure CC
campaign. They made phone calls, walked precincts, held
house meetings, and spoke to neighborhood meetings,
religious congregations, and school organizations. The
volunteers included parents of students in PUSD as well

as private schools, residents without school-age children,

teachers, seniors, businesspersons, clergy, and many others
from all neighborhoods, ethnic groups, and income classes.
Many volunteers had not previously been involved in any
election campaign, including many young people.

In addition, the campaign had a full-time organizer—
Darla Dyson, a42-year-old parent of three PUSD students
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—and several part-time organizers, who were trained .in
grassroots mobilization by Jared Rivera, a veteran orga-
nizer with LA Voice, part of the PICO national network of
community-organizations.

When the ballots were counted after May 4, Measure
CC received 53.7% of the vote. That is a higher propor-
tion of votes than either George W. Bush or Barack Obama
garnered in their successful presidential victories. But, of-
ficially, CC lost, because under state law parcel taxes need
a two-thirds vote to pass.

Due to. state budget cuts, PUSD faced a $23 ‘million
budget deficit beginning in the fall of 2010, and had to sub-
mit its budget by June. Without the $7 million each year
that CC would have raised, PUSD, which has about 20,000
students, has been forced to make drastic cuts. All school li-
braries, summier school, advanced placement classes, were
immediately on the chopping block. Class sizes will in-
crease. Music, theater, and art programs will takea hit. The
week after Measure CC lost, PUSD sent lay-off notices to
207 teachers, librarians, nurses, counselors; psychologists,
administrators, clerieal and maintenance workers.

California’s School Funding Straightjacket

The battle for Measure CC reflects a number of di-
lemmas regarding the current condition of public educa-
tion in the United States, and especially in California. The
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federal government only contributes about 9% of the na-
tion’s public school funding. States provide slightly little
less than halfofall K-12 funding, while local governments
generally contribute about 44% of total. America’s pub-
lic schools are chronically underfunded, but the recession
has deepened the crisis. Nationwide, as many as 300,000
teachers could lose their jobs before the 2010-2011 school
year begins.

Until the 1970s, California’s public schools were most-
ly funded by local property taxes. Local voters-could use
their influence over local school boards to determine local
property tax rates. Although this reflected the strong U.S.
tradition of “local control,” it also led to significant inequi-
ties, due to the wide variations in wealth between affluent
and poor communities.

Since the late 1970s, funding for public schools in
California has been primarily a state matter, but public
schools are still governed by local school boards. Parents,
teachers, and other groups concerned about the day-to-day
sovernance of the schools—including salaries, class sizes,
facilities and equipment, and other matters—look to lo-
cally elected school boards for redress, but school boards
have limited control over the overall size of their school
budgets.

It has become commonplace to note that California’s
K-12 public schools—once among the best in the nation
—are now among the worst. A Rand Corporation study,
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issued in 2003, observed that “there is widespread concern
that California’s schools have slipped in quality over the

years and that they are no longer performing as well as

- 33

they did previously or as well as schools in other states.
Since that report, California has slipped ever further down

the rankings, due in large part to the declining and low

level of funding for public education.

California is the 7th wealthiest state in the country
(in terms of per-capita income), but it ranks 46th in per
student spending, according to Education Week—3$8,164
compared with the national average of $10,557. It ranks
42th in the number of students per teacher, resulting in
large average class sizes. California has 20.9 students per
teacher, compared to a national average of 13.5. It is at
the very bottom in the ratio of counselors, school nurses,
and librarians to students. California has 5,660 students
for each librarian compared to 901 students per librar-
ian nationally. California’s eighth graders came in next to
last (just above Mississippi) in reading and ranked 45th
(tied with West Virginia) in math. The state ranks 30th in
the percentage -of ninth graders who graduate from high
school. Just half the state’s students test as proficient in
English language arts and 46% test as proficient in math.
Several recent studies coordinated by Stanford Universi-
ty researchers concluded that California’s schools would
need 53% to 71% more funding to provide students with
the education necessary to meet the federal No Child Left
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Behind goals for 2011-12. The same series of reports also
concluded that the state’s schools need to increase funding
by 40% to reach California’s own achievement goals for
schools. They also said that schools with significant num-
bers of low-income student need much more funding than
predominantly middle-class schools in order to reach the
same results.?

Despite this, the state cut $17 billion from public edu-
cation in the past two years and, as of May 2010, Gov.
Arnold Schwarzenegger proposed cutting another $2.4
billion this year. The current recession has exacerbated
the state budget crisis and deepened the school fund-
ing crisis. As of May 2010, more than 26,000 California
teachers had already received pink slips for the following
fall.

This situation is exacerbated by the state’s general
fiscal straightjacket as well as specific efforts to reform
school funding that have, for the most part, backfired.
K-12 public school funding is a state matter primarily
because of two changes in state law. The first was the
California Supreme Court’s ruling in Serrano v. Priest
in 1971 that declared that state’s school finance system
to be unconstitutional. Originally filed by a class of Los
Angeles County public school parents and students, the
court ruled that relying on local property taxes to fund lo-
cal schools violated the constitution because of the wide
variations in school quality that it produced. When the
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state legislature failed to carry out an adequate school

funding equalization plan, the state Supreme Court is-
sued its Serrano II decision in 1976, ordering the state
legislature to implement a funding formula that reduced
the spending disparities between school districts. The
Serrano IT decision resulted in a major turnabout, shift-
ing responsibility for K-12 funding from local to state
government.

Then, in 1978, California voters passed Proposition
13, which capped property taxes and made it extremely
difficult to raise revenues. As a result, even before the
current recession, California had steadily disinvested in
its once world-class education system (including its state

universities) and its physical infrastructure. Proposition

13 did more than simply limit property taxes. It created a
constitutional requirement that all tax increases pass the
legislature by a two-thirds majority. (The state already
had a two-thirds requirement to pass the annual budget,
dating back to 1933). As a result, California is the only
state that requires a supermajotity for both tax increases

and budget approval. Although the Democrats have a sig-

nificant majority of both houses of the state legislature,
they lack the two-thirds needed to pass a budget and raise
taxes, giving the Republican legislators—strongly op-
posed to raising taxes—considerable leverage. As a re-
sult, each year the leaders of both parties in Sacramento

get together and play chicken with the state budget, dar-






