
Pandemic Learning Loss in California's 
School Districts: 

A Critical Examination of Local Control Funding and 
Accountability Plans

Rob Wassmer
Professor, California State University – Sacramento

Department of Public Policy and Administration

November 15, 2024

Presented to a Session on COVID-19 and Public Sector Unions 
National Tax Association's 117 Annual Conference on Taxation

Detroit



Background

• Early version of this work presented last year
– Comments before National Tax Journal Submission

• Sections
– Property Taxation & School Finance in CA

– CA’s Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF)

– Per-Student Spending and Student Academic 
Outcomes

– Pandemic Learning Loss and LCFF Funding

– Conclusion



Property Taxation & School Finance in CA

• Before 1978 (Prop 13 start) - state-guaranteed base per 
pupil supplemented with local property taxes
– 60% local property tax, 30% state general fund

• 1978 - 2013 (LCFF start) - 50 categorical programs, 
student attendance, and historical funding patterns from 
local property taxes
– 30% local property tax, 60% state general fund
– TIF eliminated in 2012 due to state backfill

• 2012 CA ranked last nationwide in average per-pupil 
spending adjusted for cost of living
– National Assessment of Educ Progress (NAEP) tests exhibited 

significant achievement gaps by SES and Race & Ethnicity



2013 – LCFF Start

https://edpolicyinca.org/publications/californias-education-funding-crisis-explained-12-charts

https://edpolicyinca.org/publications/californias-education-funding-crisis-explained-12-charts


CA’s current Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF)

• 2013 commitment to increase state funding for K-12 
education by one-third over the next five years
– Incrementally phased-in

– Goal: Reduce achievement gaps by SES (Race & Ethnicity*)

• New state per-student district funding formula (COLA)
– (1) Base grant rises by grade level (~$8K 2018 – LCFF fully funded)

– (2) Supplemental grant ($1.6K 2018 per high-need** student)

– (3) Concentration grant ($5.3K 2018 per high-need student if 
district > 55% high need)
• *CA’s Constitution (Prop 209 and 16) prohibits the targeting of public 

dollars by race/ethnicity

• **High-need defined as either English Learner, 150% percent or less of 
household poverty income, or foster youth (nonduplicative); 





https://www.ppic.org/publication/examining-the-reach-of-targeted-school-funding/

https://www.ppic.org/publication/examining-the-reach-of-targeted-school-funding/


https://ed100.org
/lessons/lcff#:~:te
xt=LCFF%20provi
des%20funds%20
based%20on,to%
20invest%20in%2
0those%20studen
ts

https://www.berkeleyscho
ols.net/local-control/

https://ed100.org/lessons/lcff#:~:text=LCFF%20provides%20funds%20based%20on,to%20invest%20in%20those%20students
https://www.berkeleyschools.net/local-control/


https://lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/4144

https://lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/4144


https://edpolicyinca.org/publications/california-test-scores-
show-little-improvement-after-pandemic

https://edpolicyinca.org/publications/california-test-scores-show-little-improvement-after-pandemic


LCFF Funding and Student Std Test Outcomes 

• Consensus
– Per-student spending “does matter” to K-12 as long directed toward activities 

shown to influence academic outcomes 

• California not first state to transition from categorical aid (based 
more on specific school activities) to weighted formula aid (based 
more on student categories)
– Texas (1984), Massachusetts (1993), New Jersey (2008), and Washington (2017)

– More resources to students with greater educational needs through funding bumps 
to specific categories of students (Economically Disadvantaged and English 
Language Learner)

– No state grants district aid based on a student's race or ethnicity, but only 
California law prohibits such

– Mixed evidence exists on the efficacy of this method of state aid in achieving goal 
of improving targeted student outcomes 
• (Congressional Research Service, 2019; Levin et al., 2019 & Edunomics Lab, 2020). 



• Two Previous Studies

– Johnson, 2023, School Funding Effectiveness: 
Evidence from CA’s LCFF, Learning Policy Institute

• Pre-Pandemic (2014 to 2018), Math Achievement 
Change

– Lafortune, Herrera, and Gao, 2023, Examining the 
Reach of Targeted School Funding, Public Policy 
Institute of California

• Pre & Post-Pandemic (2021-22), Math & ELA Share 
Meeting Standard

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/school-funding-effectiveness-ca-lcff-brief#:~:text=For%20all%20student%20groups%2C%20a,8.2%20percentage%20points%2C%20on%20average.
https://www.ppic.org/publication/examining-the-reach-of-targeted-school-funding/


Regression Kink Discontinuity Models



Pandemic Learning Loss and LCFF Funding

• Data

– Stanford Education Data Archive 2022

• 2019 to 2022 District Average Change in 8th Grade less 4th

Grade (National Assessment of Education Progress) NAEP 
Math Score in Grade Equivalency 
– 4to8DGLCMP = [(District Grade Level Achievement Math Proficiency 

(DGLCMP) 4thGrade – DGCLMP 3rd Grade) + (DGLCMP 5th Grade –
DGLCMP 4th Grade) + (DGLCMP 6th Grade – DGLCMP 5th Grade) + 
(DGLCMP 7th Grade – DGLCMP 6th Grade) + (DGLCMP8th Grade –
DGLCMP 7th Grade)] / 5

• Restrictions (524 Observations from 1,108)

– California Statewide LCFF Summary Data 2018-19 

https://edopportunity.org/
https://edopportunity.org/methods/
https://ias.cde.ca.gov/lcffsnapshot/lcff.aspx?printerfriendly=yes








Conclusion

• Greater unduplicated students in a district increased average 
math learning loss for ALL students during the Pandemic

– Mixed results on efficacy of CA’s LCFF and LCAP Reform
• Evidence that LCFF concentration grants work to reduce learning loss by about 40% 

for student samples of All, Econ Disadvantaged, & Latina

• No evidence that LCFF concentration grants work to reduce learning loss for student 
samples of Not Econ Disadvantaged & Black 



• Policy Concerns
– Black students behind 2.2 grades pre-

pandemic and 2.8 grades post-pandemic
• Well-recognized occurrence that has gotten 

worse

– 2002 CA Reparations for Black Slavery Task 
Force recommends
• A greater focus of CA policy to right the wrongs 

of past injustices 

• Prop 209 in CA prohibits a specific weight given 
in LCFF formula for Black student

– Instead, a demonstration project regarding an Equity 
Multiplier of about $900 additional for students

» School site based (not district)

» Meeting one of the following: (1) both parents, 
not HS graduates, eligible for free or reduced-price 
student lunch, homeless, foster child, enrolled in 
juvenile court school, or eligible for Title I Part C 
Migrant Program

» LCAP written specifically for site and targeted 
improvements

» Annual reports and dashboard

» Only expected to target about 10% of CA Black 
Students


