
 
 

November 16, 2022 

 

Dear Colleague, 

 

The state’s latest Smarter Balanced test’s post pandemic results were released in late October and 

showed that years of steady progress were wiped out. 

In another measure of the pandemic’s corrosive impact on learning, California students 

performed significantly worse in 2022 on Smarter Balanced, the state’s standardized test. 

Fewer than half of students met the state standard in English language arts, with a drop of 4 

percentage points to 47.1% from pre-pandemic 2018-19, when the state last required the test 

statewide. Exactly one-third of students performed at standard in math, a decline of 6.5 

percentage points. For Black students, it is now 16% and 9.7% for English learners. 

The pandemic’s effects were widespread; the scores fell roughly the same – 5 to 7 percentage 

points among most racial and ethnic groups. But disparities in scores among those groups were 

already chasmic, and the declines in 2022 wiped out six years of slow, steady progress since 

Smarter Balanced was introduced in 2014-15. The 69.4% of Asian students who scored at or 

above standard in 2022 is more than triple the rate for Latino and Black students. 

Moving up its original release date, initially set to be released with other state data in December 

or January, the California Department of Education instead announced the results on the same 

day as the release of scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress or NAEP. The 

results of the different tests cannot be compared, but point to the same conclusion: Covid 

severely set back progress nationally and in California, indicating it will take extra resources 

and attention, and probably several years, to recover from the impact. 

To continue reading, go here. 

 

As a follow-up, EdSource’s Karen D'Souza asks, “How badly did the pandemic deepen 

California’s early reading crisis?” 

While California’s literacy crisis certainly predates the pandemic, with less than half of 

California children reading at grade level back in 2019, the fallout of the pandemic, the 

devastating impact of school closures and remote learning, has sent test scores plummeting 

further. 
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Only 42.1% of third-graders can read at grade level on the state’s latest Smarter Balanced test, 

down from 48.5% in 2019, a more than 6% percentage point decline. Disadvantaged third-

graders fared even worse. The number who met the standard fell 7% percentage points from 

almost 37% in 2019 to 30% in 2022. Also troubling is the fact that the children who were in third 

grade in 2019 are now in sixth grade, and only 45.1% of them can read at grade level, 

suggesting that they’re not catching up. 

 
 

Since reading is a cornerstone skill that builds a foundation for all future learning, any drop in 

reading skills is detrimental. Amid the backdrop of the pre-existing literacy crisis, however, this 

plunge in third-grade reading skills has some experts sounding the alarms and calling for swift 

action from the state while others say it’s less of a five-alarm fire and more of an ongoing failure 

to teach reading effectively. 

 

To read on, go here. 

  

While shuttered schools certainly did damage, some schools actually saw their scores soar. 
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Smarter Balanced results showed widespread declines in reading and math scores, but a closer 

look at individual districts shows a more nuanced – and even hopeful – picture of student 

progress during the pandemic.  

Mountain Valley Unified, a diverse, predominantly low-income K-12 district in the remote 

mountains of Trinity County, had some of the state’s largest increases: 13 points in reading and 

17 points in math, with overall results far above the state average.  

Lost Hills Union Elementary District, amid the pistachio and almond orchards northwest of 

Bakersfield, saw reading and math scores jump 12 and 17 points, respectively. Eastern Sierra 

Unified, a K-12 district in Mono County, also saw significant improvements. Math scores rose 

more than 6 points, with 32% of eighth graders scoring at the highest level. 

All three of these districts reopened for in-person instruction in fall 2020, while most other 

districts around the state remained closed due to the local spread of Covid.  

Because these districts are small and relatively remote, reopening was easier than it was for 

larger districts. Covid rates were low, and staff had an easier time connecting with families. And 

because enrollments are low, small improvements — or declines — can lead to big changes in 

overall percentages and outcomes. 

To continue reading, go here. 

 

On the subject, UC San Diego will help lead 3-year study to find out how well the pandemic 

learning recovery tactics are working across the state. 

California schools were handed billions of dollars to help students recover from the COVID-19 

pandemic, but it has been tough to track how all 1,000 of the state’s school districts have been 

spending the money and how well their recovery strategies have been working. 

A team of researchers from UC San Diego, the Public Policy Institute of California, UC 

Berkeley School of Education and state Department of Education has assembled to find those 

answers. 

The researchers announced on Monday that it is one of a few teams across the country to receive 

a $3 million grant from the U.S. Department of Education to study school pandemic recovery. 

The team will launch a three-year study to see which of California school districts’ learning 

recovery strategies matched the most closely with learning gains, as measured by state test 

scores and other positive outcomes, like higher attendance, said Julian Betts, an economics 

professor at UC San Diego and executive director of the San Diego Education Research Alliance 

who is helping to lead the project. 

The team will survey districts to see what stumbling blocks are hindering districts’ recovery 

efforts, Betts said. For example, many districts could be pursuing tutoring as a recovery strategy, 

but could be held back by difficulties finding enough qualified tutors, Betts said. 
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Researchers will also study how and why school districts decided to spend their COVID-19 aid 

dollars on certain kinds of interventions versus others, Betts said. 

To learn more, go here. 

 

On the school choice front, “More California Kids Are Opting for Alternatives to Traditional 

Education.” 

 

Toward the end of the last school year—the first fully in-person return to campus since the 

pandemic started—something unusual for an alternative public high school in San Francisco 

started happening. 

 

For the first time, students signed up to attend Independence High School—a small school 

centered on independent study—in such great numbers that a wait list was required.  

 

The list has continued to grow well into the fall, at one point logging 130 students. The Inner 

Sunset school currently has 65 students waiting to get in and expects to serve 300 students 

throughout the year, according to Principal Anastasia Klafter. 

 

Other independent study programs in the Bay Area and across California also saw a boom in 

enrollment last winter, thanks in part to a new state requirement that schools offer independent 

study to provide continuity as in-person instruction returned. Some areas, like Southern 

California’s Temple City Unified School District, also required a wait list as of October 2021. 

(State officials did not report the number of independent study students pre-pandemic.) 

 

To read on, go here. 

 

Mike Antonucci reports that “California Teachers Unions Spending At Least $2.8 Million on 

2022 School Board Races.” 

 

The political action committee of the California Teachers Association is making a heavy 

financial commitment to endorsed school board candidates in the state, with LA Unified 

candidate Rocio Rivas its largest beneficiary. 

 

The CTA/ABC statewide PAC funds candidates for all state and legislative offices, but it also 

provides the bulk of campaign contributions for local school board candidates. 

 

This November, CTA is funding 287 board candidates in 125 school districts — from Los 

Angeles, with 430,000 students, all the way down to Big Pine, which enrolls 155 students. The 

state union dispensed more than $1.8 million for those candidates. 

 

CTA designated $330,600 for Rivas’s campaign. But that’s not the sum total of the union’s 

largesse. CTA has a rule that the state union cannot contribute more than 65% of the total 

campaign budget. In other words, if the state union is spending $1.8 million, its local affiliates 

are adding a minimum of $970,000, and perhaps much more. 
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In the case of Rivas, United Teachers Los Angeles must spend at least $178,000 of its own 

money, and probably more. 

 

As the largest school district in the state, a Los Angeles school board race is expected to receive 

a lot of state union attention. But even tiny campaigns will see outsized contributions. CTA sent 

$1,500 to the American Bear Education Association for two school board candidates. That’s not 

much, but that school district has only 750 students, and the local union has only 39 members. 

 

Money can be decisive in any election, but it’s just part of how teachers unions can affect school 

board campaigns. For one thing, they can turn out volunteers and can call on the expertise of the 

experienced staffers on the union payroll. Plus some school board candidates are people they 

already know well as colleagues. 

 

To learn more, go here. 

 

And finally, in a world awash with data, we at CTEN make every effort to keep up with the latest 

info. If you have any questions, or want more information about anything related to education, 

please let us know. Also, if you appreciate these letters and find them informative, please pass 

them along to your colleagues and encourage them to join us.  

As always, thanks for your continued interest and support of CTEN. 

Sincerely, 

Larry Sand 

CTEN President 
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