
 
 

Education budget cuts barge into S.D. forums 

March 16, 2008  

By Dean Calbreath 

There was more than a little irony last week as more than 400 local civic leaders, business executives, politicians, 
bureaucrats and educators gathered at the Convention Center to discuss ways that San Diego County could better 
prepare its residents for the 21st-century job market.  

One of the key topics at the Workforce Summit 2008, organized by the San Diego Workforce Partnership, was 
education, including a 90-minute panel discussion on “Education and the Future Workforce: Does It Add Up?” 

The centerpiece of the discussion was a proposal to reform the schools through such things as making teachers 
more accountable, but also by giving them higher pay – topping out at $95,000 to $110,000 – the equivalent of 
what they might be getting in the private sector. 

For many teachers, that would double the amount of money they are making now. 

But at the same time the conferees were discussing such high-minded goals, the San Diego Unified School District 
was issuing layoff notices to 920 teachers, principals, counselors, nurses and office managers – representing about 
10 percent of all workers with teaching credentials. 

Statewide, more than 10,000 teachers were getting layoff notices as part of a $4.4 billion statewide reduction in the 
education budget. The layoffs will take effect at the end of the school year unless Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger and 
the Legislature can figure out a way of avoiding the cuts. 

“The ironic juxtaposition of broad-sweeping new initiatives with the cold reality of a budget crisis was not lost on 
(participants at the conference),” said Chuck Flacks, the Workforce Partnership policy analyst who helped 
coordinate the panel on education. 

By the end of the discussion, the standing-room audience was palpably upset. “People were fuming about the 
cutbacks in the schools,” Flacks said. “Some were angry that more wasn't being done right now to improve 
education.” 

But last week's layoff notices were only the latest step in a long-running erosion of the state's once-formidable 
educational system, prompting some employers to look as far as China and India for talent. 

Indeed, on the day that the layoff notices went out, more than 100 business leaders were convening at Qualcomm 
headquarters to discuss how tough it is to attract well-trained scientific workers in San Diego. 

The focus of the meeting, which was sponsored by CommNexus San Diego – formerly the San Diego Telecom 
Council – was on university-level education. But the message was the same: The education system is not producing 
workers with the kind of skills needed of the modern workplace. 

“Finding and retaining new high-tech talent in San Diego has never been a bigger crisis,” read a CommNexus flier 
advertising the meeting. “San Diego is facing serious concerns with the current state of our technical-talent work 
force.” 

Patrick Henry, CEO and chairman of San Diego's Entropic Communications and a panelist at the CommNexus 
event, said most of the focus at the event was on building college internships – trying to keep local talent in San 
Diego. 



But he added that the roots of the problem stretch back to K-12 education. “There's been a push on math and 
sciences, but I don't know how effective it's been,” Henry said. 

Nationwide, American students lag behind those in most industrialized nations in math and science training. And 
California lags behind most of the other states. 

On a per-student basis, California ranks 45th in the nation for eighth-grade math, 47th for fourth-grade math, and 
48th for fourth-grade math and eighth-grade reading, according to a report released Friday by the Governor's 
Advisory Committee on Education Excellence. 

Of the 44 states that have equivalent science ratings, California ranks 43rd for fourth-grade science and 42nd for 
eighth-grade science. 

Some critics blame the low test scores on the high percentage of immigrants in California schools. Students who 
don't speak English at home can't do well on the tests, they argue. Maybe that's true. But it doesn't explain why we 
are doing worse than other high-immigration states such as Texas or Florida. 

The fact is that the deficiencies in education in California spread across ethnic lines. According to the governor's 
advisory committee, non-Latino whites in California rank in the bottom half of national test scores: 29th in the 
nation for fourth-grade reading and 35th for eighth-grade math. It's hard to blame that on using English as a 
second language. 

What other culprit could there be? How about the idea that we just don't put enough money into our schools? 

Since the passage of Proposition 13 in 1978, when the education system in California was near the top of the nation, 
funding per student has been on a downhill slope. Although funding has continued to grow throughout the years, it 
has not matched the dual growth of inflation and the population. 

During the 2004-05 school year, California was spending $8,067 per student on education – $700 below the 
national average despite California's higher cost of living. In comparison, states such as Vermont, Connecticut, 
Massachusetts and New Jersey were spending between $11,267 and $13,800 per student. 

There is no pure corollary between education spending and academic achievement. But it's probably not a 
coincidence that Vermont, Connecticut, Massachusetts and New Jersey hold top rankings for mathematics and 
reading scores, while California languishes with other low-spending states such as Louisiana and Mississippi. 

Even Schwarzenegger, the force behind the recent cutbacks, recognizes that the schools need more money to 
produce a competitive work force. 

“To have healthy schools, you need a healthy budget,” he told reporters Friday, the day after the layoff notices went 
out. “Providing a first-rate education system means having adequate resources.” 

The governor was speaking at the unveiling of the study from his Committee on Education Excellence, which 
recommended a number of major changes to the education system, including a dramatic increase in school funding 
and teacher pay. 

Schwarzenegger had a great deal of praise for most of the proposal. But he hedged when it came to the idea of 
spending more on schools. He pledged that he would “consider” boosting funding “when our budget picture is 
brighter.” 

But considering the impact that education has on the California work force, it might be better to do more than just 
“consider” the panel's recommendation. No matter how dark our budget picture is, taking an ax to education could 
make it a bit darker. 
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