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“Change” has become a watchword in the 2008 November election,  
as candidates use it variously to define and validate their agendas or 
question the agendas of others.  Beyond all the rhetoric, California does 
need major policy changes to face growing and, in some cases, unprece- 
dented challenges. What are incumbents and candidates for California 
offices offering?  Short-term, quick-fix changes for the sake of change? Or 
well-considered, well-informed changes that address challenges over the 
long term? The purpose here is to give you, the California voter, the kind 
of information you need to understand, evaluate, and choose among the 
options for change that candidates claim are essential for the state’s future.  

Choice for Change
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More than half (53%) of Californians say that the 
quality of education in K–12 public schools is a big problem.

Source: PPIC, Statewide Survey (April 2008).

Education

For the sake of its economic future, Califor-
nia must change some trends in education.  
The future economy will require even more 
high-skilled workers than it does now. Yet 
California continues to have high rates of 
high school dropouts, too few graduates pre-
pared for college, and low levels of college 
graduation. There are no quick, easy fixes.  
Reversing the trends will require reforms and 
investments from early childhood education 
through college. 

Low-income, African American, and Latino 
students experience gaps in achievement 
starting early in school, and these groups of 
students are also less likely to participate in 
high-quality preschool education programs. 
Getting them into such programs could im-
prove their academic performance, college 
attendance, and even economic prospects 
later in life. 

The Governor’s Committee on Education Excellence 
reported that only 7 of every 10 
students graduate from high school in four years 
and only 1 in 4 is college-ready. 
Source: The Governor’s Committee on Education Excellence (2007).
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The visionary Master Plan for Higher Education 
of 1960 set California on a path of substantial 
investment in public higher education. The 
state continues to spend more per capita 
on higher education, relative to the average 
in the rest of the nation, and has higher  
enrollment rates, particularly in community 
colleges. However, the state lags the rest of 
the nation in degrees conferred per enrolled 
student. As we reach the 50th anniversary of 
the Master Plan, it is time to renew and revise 
the plan to create a higher education system 
that takes into account the needs and reali-
ties of the 21st century.  

MORE THAN HALF 
OF 7TH GRADERS 
DO NOT ACHIEVE 
“PROFICIENT” SCORES 
IN MATHEMATICS

Despite a number of reforms in the California 
K–12 system, a large percentage of students 
continue to perform below proficiency and 
a majority of Californians think that school  
quality is a big problem. Current reform efforts 
aim to give local schools more flexibility—
and to hold them accountable if they do not 
meet performance standards. But do schools 
have sufficient resources to meet performance 
goals? Schools that serve large numbers of 
poor students and English language learners, 
in particular, may need additional resources 
to meet standards. The complexity of the  
current school finance system makes it hard 
to understand why some districts receive 
more funding than others. Reformers should 
try to make the system more transparent,  
with additional funding justified by greater 
resource needs.    

PROJECTED WORKFORCE SKILLS GAP IN 2020
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Nowhere are choices for change more critical than for infrastructure.  
How can we prepare for large population growth when our water, trans-
portation, and education facilities are not equal even to present needs? 
The fiscal reality is that we cannot meet these needs just by building 
more. We must also use the infrastructure we have more efficiently. 

This drought year is putting pressure on Californians to conserve water  
now, but the water requirements of our growing population pose a  
long-term challenge. Climate change is reducing the Sierra snowpack,  
historically a major water source during summer and fall. This underlines 
the need for a multipronged approach to water supply—an approach 
including conservation and water recycling as well as storage. Water  
markets are a key part of the solution, allowing those who value water 
most to purchase from others. The fragile levees of the Sacramento–San 
Joaquin Delta put water supply for much of the state at risk. Building a 
peripheral canal in the Delta is the best strategy to help the fragile eco-
system and ensure reliable water supply.  To meet estimated needs, 

California needs to construct 16 new K–12 classrooms 
per day and modernize another 
21 classrooms per day between 2007 and 2012, 
at a total state cost of $12.2 billion.  
Source: California Department of Education.  

Infrastructure 
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