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New York City Provides a Model for California  

The mayor in New York City has implemented a school inspection model (Quality Reviews), based on the 
English system, as part of the city’s Children First initiative. The inspection model is seen as one of the 
supports for the move toward a system with greater school-level autonomy over policy and budget. As 
schools receive additional flexibility and principals are given budgetary authority, the inspection program 
provides a check on that enhanced autonomy. This supportive role in relation to reform makes a school 
inspection system an interesting policy option for California to consider. 
 
New York has developed quality criteria that focus on: 
 
•  Gathering and using data to monitor student performance; 
•  Planning and goal-setting; 
•  Academic standards and alignment with instruction; 
•  Building and aligning capacity; and 
•  Monitoring and revising program based on evaluation of student progress.22 
  
For each of the criteria discussed above, the inspector determines what the school is doing well and where 
the school needs to make improvement. By using the same criteria over time, the school is able to monitor 
its progress and begins to better understand the path to improved student achievement. The inspections 
take 2.25 days for each school. The reports are made public and help empower local communities to 
support the reform efforts at the school. Each report is about seven pages, providing information about a 
specific set of sub-standards for each of the standards stated above. This standards-based approach is 
similar to the process used by California’s FCMAT to assist districts with fiscal difficulties — although New 
York City’s inspection process is focused on school issues and academic and curricular issues, rather than 
fiscal issues. 
 
As in the English system, the New York system uses external consultants to perform most of the inspection 
work. New York is using Cambridge Education, a private company that also is one of the main contractors in 
the English system; New York decided to use an experienced vendor to allow implementation of the system 
as quickly as possible. Over time, staff of the New York City Department of Education will be trained to take 
over this process.  

 

!  Self-evaluation. By developing common tools that assess a school’s strengths and weaknesses, educators are 

encouraged (either implicitly or explicitly, depending on the inspection model) to conduct their own evaluation of the school. 

This is one of the cornerstones of a learning organization. School staff can review relevant data, access information on 

promising strategies, and assess their existing practices. 

In some inspection systems, such as that of England, inspectors use the school’s self-evaluation as a starting point to 

facilitate a dialogue with the school.23 In Rhode Island, the Student Accountability for Learning and Teaching cycle places a 

heavy emphasis on self-evaluation and encourages schools to use the information gathered to support continuous 

improvement.24 The self-evaluation can be a critical source of information that grounds inspectors in a school’s context and 

culture.  

 



   Priority 3 :  Governance and Accountabil ity 6-23 

Rhode Is land:  School  Inspection for Learning and Teaching ( SALT).  Rhode Island’s system is 
based largely on a self-inspection and planning process that focuses on improving overall achievement and 
closing the achievement gap. Once a school has developed a three-year improvement plan, the plan is 
presented publicly. The state visits schools every five years to review their self-evaluations, as well as 
school plans in the areas of student learning, teaching, school climate, and organization. One unique 
characteristic of the Rhode Island approach is the development of the “Compact for Learning” for each 
school. This compact is formed among the school, the district, and the state; it specifies what the district 
and the state’s education department will do to support the school. The compact may include revisions to 
the improvement plan and provides an opportunity to evaluate current resource allocations the school 
receives, as well as whether the resources are allocated in a way that maximizes the opportunity for the 
school to meet the goals of its improvement plan.25 The state has created an ongoing evaluation system for 
SALT; surveys of those involved in the SALT school process indicate that 81 percent of teachers and 74 
percent of administrators found SALT to be one of the most powerful professional development experiences 
they had had. 

 

 On-site visits. The hallmark of every school inspection system entails dispatching trained, knowledgeable evaluators to 
visit schools and identify where they are succeeding and where they need improvement, based on a common, transparent 
framework. Inspectors are expected to gather relevant data from an array of sources, which may include: 

• Student demographic and achievement data; 

• Contextual data, such as school curricula plans, policies, procedures, and site plans; 

• Classroom observations to review teaching practices; 

• Interviews with administrators, teachers, support staff, parents, and where appropriate, students; and 

• Case studies on a small sample of students who are succeeding and struggling.  

The quantity and type of information collected often is contingent on a variety of factors, including the number of inspectors, the 
amount of preparation time required by school staff, the number of days in the visitation, and the timing between inspections. 
Successful implementation of a high-quality school inspection system requires sufficient capacity to conduct on-site visits at 
regular intervals and assurance that the results of the inspections are consistent and reliable. Strategies that California could 
pursue to develop inspection capacity and ensure consistency are explored in detail in Recommendation 3.5.  

 Public reporting. Publicly reporting the findings from the school inspections provides transparency and accountability. In 
each of the school inspection models the Committee reviewed, the inspectorate made its findings available to the public. 
Typically, the inspection team provides an oral report to school staff and allows the principal to review the written report to 
correct any factual errors before it is formally submitted. The reports are then made available to the public, often through 
the Internet. In some cases, summary reports also are sent to parents. 

Most inspection systems strive to create reports that are easy to understand and accessible and that clearly outline 
strengths and weaknesses in an effort to support the school’s continuous improvement. 

 Follow up, if necessary. If a school is struggling and needs improvement, most inspection systems require the school to 
develop an action plan. Inspectors may provide advice and counsel to the school in developing these plans, or a separate 
support structure of external consultants may fulfill this function. 
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California’s Current Monitoring Efforts Are Insufficient 
California currently has numerous processes that monitor schools or districts in some way. While some may 
suggest that these current efforts are sufficient, the Committee believes the state’s education system faces 
problems that these processes do not address. The Committee additionally believes that many of the current 
processes could be consolidated into the more comprehensive inspections of a school inspection system. 
 
• Categorical  program monitoring.  As discussed in great detail in this report, the Committee 

recommends an overhaul of this process for the monitoring of scores of categoricals pursuant to the 
discrete provisions of each program. Over time, that categorical monitoring which must be maintained 
could be integrated within a school inspection system. 

• Wil l iams  monitoring.  This process solely monitors schools to ensure that school textbooks and 
facilities are adequate. These efforts could easily be consolidated into a school inspection system. 

• High school  accredi tat ion.  High schools must periodically participate in an accreditation review 
process. With very few exceptions, all high schools receive accreditation, regardless of a school’s 
performance as measured by student outcomes. One reason accreditation has become meaningless is 
the unwillingness to apply the high stakes that follow from failure to be accredited. Students who 
graduate from a non-accredited school are restricted from attending some higher education institutions 
and are not eligible to receive federal financial aid. A school inspection system would provide the 
substantive measures of a school that are relevant to the current accreditation structure, or to a more 
meaningful outcomes-based accreditation that the Committee envisions. 

• High Priori ty  Schools.  As part of the state’s accountability system, schools in the lowest two 
deciles of the API (based on their students’ test scores) are eligible to voluntarily participate in an 
intervention program that requires each school to develop and implement an action plan, supported by 
$400 per pupil in state funds that are to be focused on academic improvement. 

• Intensive reviews. Two reviews — reviews by School Assistance and Intervention Teams (SAIT) 
and reviews by the Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistant Team (FCMAT) — currently conducted in 
some California schools are more intensive than a school inspection.  

        — SAITs assist low-performing schools that have failed to make progress and conduct a school 
review that is even more rigorous than school inspections and is relatively costly to administer. In 
the future, school inspections could be combined effectively with SAITs because the regularly 
conducted school inspections would provide a track record of what was happening at the school 
over time. If a low-performing school was not making progress, then a SAIT team could assist the 
school and use the findings revealed from years of inspections to help correct deficiencies and get 
the school back on track more quickly.  

        — FCMAT reviews generally are more focused on school district operation and do not focus on 
school-specific issues. FCMAT reviews also generally help districts to improve their business 
operations and improve the district support that schools receive by making districts more efficient. 
There is no conflict between the support that FCMAT provides and school inspections. 

In addition to the common characteristics cited above, in some cases, inspectorates have implemented a proportional review 
process. This process helps target inspections for schools that need them the most and creates an additional incentive for schools 
to improve. For example:  

• In the Netherlands, school inspections follow a four-year cycle. Every school participates in an on-site quality inspection, or 
PQI, every four years. If a school is deemed average or good, the school will receive an annual documentation review for the 
two years prior to the PQI and an on-site visit the third year. If significant weaknesses are identified during the PQI, a more 
extensive inspection is conducted within a six-month period. This can range from an interview with the school board to a 
more detailed inspection of the school.26 
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• In England, school inspections typically are conducted on a three-year cycle, but the frequency, length, and number of 
inspectors involved is determined in proportion to the need for guidance to support improvement. For schools in which 
achievement is high, the self-evaluation is good and the previous inspection meets a certain quality standard, the number of 
inspection days is reduced. Schools that have received a notice that they need to improve will be visited between six and 
eight months following the prior inspection.27 

• New York City schools are visited annually; however, in 2007–08, the Department of Education has started implementing a 
proportional review process similar to that of England. Schools that have stable leadership and a school score of “A” will 
receive a “light touch” review that lasts only one day, while schools that are deemed “underdeveloped” will receive the 
more traditional two-day review.28 

Recommendation 3.5: Institute a School Inspection System 
California has the opportunity to learn from school inspection systems from around the world and tailor them to meet the state’s 
unique needs. The Committee recommends the state implement a school inspection system, under the general oversight of the 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, by pursuing the following steps: 

3.5.1:  Develop a  California-specific inspection framework  

The Committee recommends using New York City’s Quality Review Criteria, as outlined above, as a foundation for California’s 
inspection framework. This framework would include: 

 Gathering and using data to monitor student performance. 

 Planning and goal setting. 

 Academic standards and alignment with instruction. 

 Building and aligning capacity. 

 Monitoring and revising program based on evaluation of student progress. 

These quality criteria would assist California’s inspectors in determining what things the school is doing well and where the 
school needs to make improvement. Schools would use the framework criteria, along with additional locally developed criteria, to 
conduct self-evaluations to inform practice and support a culture of continuous improvement. As the state implements this 
framework, it will want to ensure that each of the following issues is considered and addressed. 

 Ensuring that instruction is aligned to the standards. School inspections would evaluate the extent to which a 
school’s instruction is aligned to academic content standards. In other systems, most schools’ staffs think they have aligned 
their instruction with standards, but often that perception is inaccurate. A school inspection system would point this out to 
the school in a systematic way that provides the school a clear path to make improvement and helps to align a school’s self-
assessment to reality. Inspectors would provide tangible advice on how to effectively integrate the school’s instructional 
program by encouraging the school to set high expectations, articulate clear school goals, align curriculum and professional 
develop supports, and use data to drive continuous improvement. 

 Ensuring that school plans make sense and are being implemented. In California, schools are required to develop 
many plans, and while the state’s current compliance monitoring ensures that the school has developed the requisite plans, 
these plans are not reviewed for quality, and the schools are not asked about the implementation of the plans. In a school 
inspection system, not only would inspectors review the multiple plans to ensure that the plans made sense and were 
aligned with each other, they also would observe whether the plans and goals of the schools were being supported by action. 
For example, the inspector would review whether the professional development that staff was receiving supported the 
educational goals that the school set for the year. 
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 Ensuring that the district is providing the school the support it needs. Inspectors could determine the 
effectiveness of the support that the district is providing the school to implement specific district goals or the district-wide 
plan. This type of external review could help to ensure schools receive appropriate, effective support. 

3.5.2:  Build capacity to conduct school inspections 

Concrete steps are needed to ensure California has sufficient capacity to implement a school inspection system effectively. 
Policymakers initially will need to determine the appropriate interval between inspections and the amount of information needed 
to be gathered and analyzed during the process for it to have the desired effect. These decisions will inform the staff capacity 
necessary to ensure quality inspections. Eventually, after a few rounds of school inspections, the state can begin to reduce the 
frequency and depth of inspections for schools that consistently receive favorable inspection results, thereby reducing the ongoing 
cost of the inspection system, and refocus inspection capacity at schools with the greatest need of assistance. Given the large 
number of schools in California, it is likely that the state will need to build capacity over time. The Committee therefore 
recommends that the state follow the example of New York City and initially contract with external inspectors who have 
experience in conducting these evaluations. The Committee further recommends that, over time, the state ensures that capacity 
is created, within either the state or county-region oversight apparatus, to conduct these inspections.  

3.5.3:  Ensure consistent,  reliable inspections 

It is critical to the cred bility of a school inspection system that findings are consistent and reliable from one review to the next. 
To address this concern, the Committee recommends that the state implement the quality control measures that New York City 
relies on in its Quality Review Process.29 These would include: 

 Requiring every reviewer to undergo the same training, follow the same review protocol, and submit the same report 
formats. 

 Creating forums for team reviewers to share best practices. 

 Pairing reviewers during a pilot period to ensure quality and consistency. 

 Holding evaluation meetings at which educators can offer feedback on the process. 

 Requiring CDE to track how reviewers score each school and identify patterns or information that might highlight areas of 
concern. 

 Allowing schools to provide feedback on the process and the report. 

 Implementing an appeals process by which schools can challenge findings if they feel the results do not adequately capture 
the reality of their school. 

 Requiring CDE to conduct quality assurance samples periodically by sending two or more reviewers to perform a school 
inspection at the same time. These reviewers would not interact during the process but would compare results and assure 
that the tools are valid and reliable.  

3.5.4:  Create a system of support 

California’s poor history with accountability, rewards, and sanctions is such that it is critical that the school inspection system 
not be perceived by teachers and administrators as a “gotcha” state intervention, but instead, the inspections are recognized as 
helping schools and districts to successfully implement their own programs. To accomplish this goal, the Committee 
recommends that the inspections be structured to focus on student outcomes and highlight broad strategies that have proven 
successful; the findings from the inspections be used as an important source of information for school staff, district officials, and 
external consultants working to improve the quality of teaching and learning at the school; and the inspections be precluded from 
becoming an overly prescriptive enforcement activity by the state. 
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3.5.5:  Report findings 

After sufficient experience results in the assurance of equal inspection quality across inspectors, the Committee recommends 
that the results of school inspections be made public. With the release of school inspection findings, parents and voters would 
have substantially better information about the quality of their schools and could help support necessary changes to improve the 
educational process and, eventually, the educational outcomes of their schools. Reports should be made available online shortly 
after the inspections take place and be presented in a user-friendly, easily access ble format.  

3.5.6:  Use inspections to ensure accountability and promote autonomy 

Finally, school inspections should be used to inform the state’s accountability models, resulting in more nuanced accountability for 
schools that need improvement and promoting increased autonomy for those that are thriving. Since schools and districts receive 
feedback from the inspection system within weeks, the element of accountability provided by inspections has an immediacy that 
is not experienced elsewhere in the accountability system (for example, school and district interventions often continue for years 
before any consequences happen) and can promote quick remediation of identified problems so that they do not continue to 
impact instruction through the school year.  

As noted in Recommendation 3.1, the Committee believes that schools that are consistently succeeding also should be rewarded 
through a structure of earned autonomy. The findings resulting from these inspections would provide key indicators of the 
capacity of a school team to assume enhanced responsibility. The Committee also recommends that the state encourage school 
districts to delegate decision-making authority to school sites that demonstrate, through consistently positive school inspections, 
their readiness for greater respons bility.  

One of the core principles of the Committee’s work has been to encourage innovation while finding the appropriate balance 
between local autonomy and greater accountability. The Committee believes that in conjunction with the other governance, 
accountability, and finance recommendations laid out in this report, school inspections comprise a vital reform that will help 
strike that balance and increase transparency, accountability, and support for schools. 

Recommendation 3.6: Institute Clear Intervention Rules  
The state should move toward a zero-tolerance policy for chronically low-performing schools and districts. The new higher-
stakes accountability system descr bed throughout this report will provide schools and districts with numerous additional 
supports to promote effectiveness and with a clear understanding of the steps they need to take to improve. These supports 
include the state’s additional investment in a school inspection system, additional funding targeted at disadvantaged students, the 
teacher professional practice model, improved teacher training and recruitment and retention programs, and the district-level 
support by the county-region support system. Taken in concert, these supports should lead to improved student achievement. If a 
school continues to underperform after all of these additional investments, however, the state will need to take more drastic 
actions to ensure that students receive a high-quality education.  

The Committee recommends that the state institute clear rules for intervention in schools identified as consistently failing. The 
state should use multiple measures to determine if a school is not meeting expectations, including the overall level of student 
performance, growth measures of improvement, and results from school inspections. If all of these indicators suggest that the 
school is not performing, then the state has an obligation to students at that school to change the governance structure of that 
school. The state would determine the appropriate governance change, including state or regional administration of the school, 
assigning a trustee to the school, converting the school to a charter school, assigning the school to a neighboring successful 
district, or other appropriate actions. To mitigate districts’ potential lack of concern for a failing school that will be taken out from 
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under its control, the Committee further recommends that districts bear the overhead costs of operation of the school by an 
external entity, as well as losing full student funding for the students in that school.  

Recommendation 3.7: Develop Pre/Post Testing for Alternative 
Education Schools  
To date, alternative education schools — continuation high schools, community schools, and community day schools — have not 
been able to participate in the state’s accountability system, including school intervention and sanction programs. Alternative 
schools have been excluded because the API is not a meaningful measure of academic progress for them. Because these schools 
have high rates of student turnover, the student population at the school is different each year, meaning that analysis of year-to-
year changes in the API does not provide an accurate measure of academic improvement.  

The Committee recommends that the state develop a standards-aligned pre/post-assessment for these schools. Ideally, this 
assessment would be administered electronically and would use dynamic testing to allow measurement of the vast range of abilities 
these students may have. Once an alternative measure of school improvement is developed, the state can begin to assess how 
effective these schools are in assisting their students’ academic progress and determine what type of assistance they might need. 
After a new pre/post assessment is operational for these schools, the Committee recommends implementation of a pilot school 
intervention program to develop a better understanding of how the state, counties, and districts can help these schools improve. 

Empower Parents and Voters 
The collective recommendations described in this report would significantly empower parents and voters to play a more active 
role in California’s schools. The development and public availability of better and more accessible student, teacher, and school 
data; of an easy-to-understand School Accountability Report Card; the findings of the school inspection reports; and of school-
level budget information will allow interested Californians to engage in dialogue with school boards and other policymakers about 
the performance of their schools and the decisions of school districts. This additional information will give parents an improved 
understanding of the educational opportunities available in their communities. 

It is particularly important that parents have distinct choices available to meet the educational needs they determine to be best 
for their families. The Committee endorses the state’s existing options for school choice, including charter schools, within the 
public school system. These choices are not real, however, unless all schools are supported with the opportunities needed to 
effectively serve students and unless parents are aware of the choices available to them. To date, that has not been the case. 

Charter schools provide a  laboratory for innovation 

In 1992, California established charter schools — publicly funded schools authorized by local districts, county offices of education, 
and the State Board of Education to “operate independently from the existing school district structure.”30 Charter schools are 
free from many of the regulations that burden district schools and, in turn, are held more highly accountable — their charters can 
be revoked for failure — for attaining high levels of student achievement. In these ways, charters represent the link between 
accountability and authority that the Committee recommends become the norm across California’s education system. 

Initially capped at 100 at the inception of the charter schools law, more than 600 charters have been granted in California. 
Research suggests that charter schools in this state tend to serve higher percentages of students living in poverty and students of 
color than do their district-operated counterparts and that the performance of these particular students in charter schools, in 
general, is slightly better than that of their counterparts in district schools. Research also suggests that charters perform as well 
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as, if not better than, traditional public schools, with less funding — suggesting that funding flexibility offers real cost benefit 
toward improved pupil performance.31   

This evidence does not suggest that charter schools are, by themselves, a panacea. However, the Committee believes that the 
original purpose of charters — to provide parents with choices; to provide competition that spurs improvement systemwide; and 
to provide a test-bed for innovation and experimentation that can identify best educational practices — continue to be important 
objectives and that charter schools are and ought to remain an important part of California’s educational landscape, offering 
alternatives to address the challenges of public education in California. Importantly, California should look to experiences with the 
chartering model to identify examples of effective innovation, local control, and funding flexibility that may guide the expansion of 
these concepts throughout California’s public education system and, more generally, examine which areas of regulation and 
oversight in the system should be retained and which should be relaxed to enhance effective education. 

Recommendation 3.8: Promote Choice for Families 
To make real choices available to parents, the Committee recommends the removal of financial and organizational impediments 
to charter schools’ successful operation so that charters can serve as a more viable and effective public school option. The 
Committee further recommends that parents be provided clear information regarding the availability of all education options, 
including charters and other non-district operated education services available to students. In particular: 

3.8.1:  Provide equitable resources for charter schools 

To better fulfill their mission, charter schools need to participate fully in the state’s funding system, ensuring that students 
educated in these public schools receive high-quality educational opportunities commensurate with district-operated options. At 
present, schools operating under a charter authorized by a district receive far less per-pupil operational funds than those operated 
by the same district. Moreover, despite recent laws to support charter schools’ facilities, charters often do not receive facilities, 
or facilities funding, that allows them to effectively operate a coherent program. In the worst cases, for example, a charter 
school drawing students from three districts may be offered a small handful of classrooms from each of those districts, none of 
them located within reasonable proximity to the charter’s proposed location. The Committee recommends that charter schools 
be provided dollar-for-dollar equality in student funding in comparison with their public school counterparts and that the state 
revisit application of statutes to ensure that charters have equitable access to public school facilities and facilities funding.  

3.8.2:  Examine alternative authorization mechanisms for charter schools 

In the current system, some school districts embrace and work well with charters, while others do not support them, or even 
obstruct them, because they view them as competitors. Since competition is one of the original purposes of charters, it is 
necessary that other avenues for authorization be available to accommodate those instances in which competition-based conflict 
of interest impedes the establishment of the charters themselves. The Committee recommends that the state examine and 
make available alternatives to the current charter authorizing system. Options could include strengthening the current appeals 
process or providing for alternative authorizers, such as county offices of education.  

3.8.3:  Inform parents of their  education options 

Making options available to families is meaningless if they are not aware of them. The Committee believes that full disclosure, 
district by district, of the education options available to students should be provided to all parents. The Committee recommends 
that the state require districts to notify parents of the types of public and private education options available to students residing 
within the district. These notifications could be provided in conjunction with other parental notification requirements to minimize 
the costs involved. 
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