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Dayton Case Study

Like its neighbors spanning the Rust Belt, Dayton is a city 

fighting economic decline. Its population is dropping, its 

major manufacturers are leaving town, and its middle 

class is disappearing as unemployment rises. Dayton’s 

142,000 citizens are significantly less educated and 

poorer than the Ohio average. The small 15,000-student 

Dayton Public School (DPS) district has been hit hard by 

the city’s downturn. Shrinking enrollments, foreclosures, 

and falling home prices mean smaller school budgets and 

teacher layoffs. 

“Dayton has seen the slow and steady demise of its 

corporate leadership—that’s had an impact on the schools,” 

says Terry Ryan, vice president for Ohio programs and policy 

at the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, an education reform 

think tank and policy organization.

More than a decade ago, the civic and business 

communities aligned to shape the most proactive, 

professional, and productive school board in recent Dayton 

history. Political and economic forces eventually eroded 

that momentum, leaving DPS without a clear vision and a 

tense relationship with the city’s burgeoning public charter 

schools. Today, Dayton educational leaders are struggling 

against long odds to forge a dynamic future for city schools. 

New Blood on the Board

In 2001, an upstart four-person slate, dubbed “Kids 

First,” took over Dayton’s nonpartisan seven-member 

school board, which had long been dominated by career 

educators. Kids First was made up of four community 

leaders—all women—who had been recruited by slate 

leader Gail Littlejohn, a retired executive with LexisNexis 

seeking a voice in community issues. She served as 

school board president for five years, later moving 

to Houston to be a vice president with the Center for 

Reform of School Systems (CRSS), a group that studies 

and works to improve school board governance in 

districts across the country.

Littlejohn’s slate had financial support from a then-robust 

local business community. Even before they were elected, 

the women worked to learn the finer points of good 

governance and consensus building from Don McAdams, 

chairman and founder of the CRSS. They brought this 

training—and a harmonious working relationship—to the 

rest of the board. Under the reform-minded leadership 

of these newcomers, the board hired an effective 

superintendent, improved district finances, strengthened 

teacher training, successfully passed a major school bond 

to rebuild schools, and helped move Dayton schools from 

a state rating of “Academic Emergency” (the bottom of 

six ratings in Ohio’s state school accountability system) to 

“Continuous Improvement” (a middle ranking).  

Consensus Followed by Confusion

Littlejohn was a powerful, unifying leader who generated 

community support. When she stepped down in 2007, the 

election of new candidates outside her coalition and severe 

education budget cuts led to a more divisive board dynamic. 

The effect has rippled beyond the board of education 

chambers: “As a result of this, the energy and passion for 

reform of DPS has also dwindled,” Ryan says. “Dayton was 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—7 at large
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really at the forefront of school reform in Ohio in the 2000s. 

Now, it’s not seen as a progressive reform community.” 

Board members are elected in staggered races held in 

November off-election cycle years and serve four-year 

terms. Since 2001, four different superintendents have 

led the district and six of seven school board seats 

have turned over, making consistent implementation 

of education policy difficult. After the slate’s gradual 

dissolution, citizens criticized board moves, such as 

proposing an unpopular $15.7 million levy and cutting 

music, art, and gym programs. Ryan believes that the 

board has become a political launching pad instead of 

providing reliable guidance to DPS administration. 

Today, “There is really no continuity in terms of the vision 

and the direction of the district,” says current school board 

member Yvonne Isaacs, the lone remaining member of the 

Kids First slate elected in 2001. “That, to me, has been the 

greatest casualty of the process these last few years.” 

“I think what we have lost is the ability to collaborate and to 

set vision,” she says. “When you don’t have a strong vision 

that everybody understands and is working toward, I think it 

just leaves more room for failure.” 

In Dayton’s current economic climate, civic bodies such as 

the school board have been forced to balance conflicting 

education and economic interests in an effort to revitalize 

the city. In 2011, for example, General Electric struck a 

deal with the city to open a new aerospace center in 

exchange for a 15-year property tax break. Although the 

tax abatement ultimately passed, three school board 

members voted against the deal, arguing that the $6 

million giveaway would hurt public schools and was 

money DPS couldn’t spare. The district’s financial woes 

persist: After cutting 294 positions in 2011 to eliminate a 

$9 million shortfall, the school system faces a $12 million 

deficit in fiscal year 2014.

Dayton, an American Charter Incubator

Complicating matters, Dayton has a high proportion of 

students in public charter schools. A robust marketplace 

of charters has developed in the city since 1998—at one 

point the city had the highest per capita charter enrollment 

except for New Orleans. According to a 2004 report by 

the Fordham Foundation, “Charter school legislation was 

introduced in the state of Ohio because parents, particularly 

poor parents in urban areas, were fed up with the existing 

education system and wanted choice and control over their 

children’s education.” 

About one-third of Dayton schoolchildren, or 7,000 students, 

currently attend public charter schools, compared with 

15,000 PreK-12 students enrolled in DPS. The district had 

25,000 students a little more than a decade ago; enrollment 

in all Dayton schools—district, public charter, and private—

is dropping. A dwindling student pool contributes to 

animosity between district schools and public charters 

competing to fill classrooms. The relationship has run hot 

and cold over the years, Ryan says. DPS currently authorizes 

two charter schools. Early regulation of charters was lax, 

but competition and greater oversight have driven quality 

up. Dayton’s current economic and education crisis points 

to the urgent need for greater collaboration, rather than 

competition, between local charters and district schools. 

“I think what has happened now, over time, is a realization 

that charter schools are here to stay,” Isaacs says. “Now, we 

have to figure out how we close down the nonperforming 

schools and work to do better, so what you’re left with is a 

public school system that is doing well and charter schools 

that are also doing well, so that people have a choice.”

DPS is working to help form a statewide charter authorizing 

organization along with the Fordham Foundation, Columbus 

City Schools, and other groups. The conversation, Ryan says, 

is ongoing.
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A Return to Basics

Historically, DPS achievement has been low but has shown 

incremental improvements in recent years. While there 

are both high- and low-performing local charters, overall 

performance has been getting better. Last December, the 

board solicited community input and updated the school 

system’s strategic plan. DPS is now focused on these 

academic priorities: helping all kindergarteners learn at 

grade level, helping third graders read, and ensuring that 

students are ready to transition to both high school and 

then college and careers. 

After five unfocused years, Isaacs believes that 

Superintendent Lori Ward’s leadership and emphasis 

on data are moving the district in a positive direction. 

As a result, Isaacs says, the balance of power in DPS 

has shifted from the board to the superintendent. At 

the same time, Ryan questions whether a seemingly 

anachronistic elected body can effectively govern a city 

facing profound challenges, including poverty, diminishing 

financial resources, a weakened business community, 

and a collapsed housing infrastructure. “I think it’s fair 

to ask, Can any elected school board deal with the 

challenges of a place like Dayton?” Perhaps current 

board members can find answers in the education 

successes of the previous decade.
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