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The Long Beach Unified School District (LBUSD), the third 

largest in California, grapples with challenges typical of 

urban districts: diverse students, high poverty, English 

language learners, and shrinking budgets. Yet public 

schools in the industrial seaside city have steadily 

improved over the last 20 years—winning in 2003 the 

prestigious Broad Prize for Urban Education, which 

recognizes high-performing urban districts, and being 

named as a finalist four additional times. Long Beach 

students—two-thirds of whom come from low-income 

homes—outperform the California average in reading 

and math, and the achievement gap between students of 

different races is also narrowing. 

School leaders from across the United States and 

beyond have visited Long Beach to learn what the 

district is doing right. Numerous factors, including the 

district’s relatively small size, contribute to its success. 

The Long Beach School Board is also largely free of 

the political infighting, which characterizes many 

urban school systems. Indeed, the board’s consistent 

commitment to putting student achievement first has 

created an environment conducive to steady, substantive 

progress in the community’s schools.  

Reinvention of a City in Crisis

The roots of Long Beach’s success spring from a series of 

economic and social upheavals that tried the community 

in the early 1990s. The Long Beach Naval Complex, a major 

local employer, closed in 1994, and the local aircraft industry 

largely disappeared with it, eliminating some 35,000 local 

jobs. White, middle-class families fled the city for more 

affluent Orange County to the south, leaving a large 

proportion of low-income students and English language 

learners. Greater numbers of Latino and Cambodian 

immigrants arrived in the city. Gang activity increased. 

Business and community leaders, recognizing a need for 

dramatic action to address the city’s challenges, formed the 

Long Beach Economic Partnership, which in 1992 released 

a seminal report, A Call to Action. The report delineated a 

plan to jump-start local business and highlighted the link 

between education and economic prosperity. 

Building on these efforts, the district and the school board 

adopted several groundbreaking initiatives to stabilize and 

improve the school system, including mandating uniforms 

for K–8 students (the first such mandate in California), 

ending social promotion, and forging a new partnership 

between the district, the local community college, and the 

California State University Long Beach (CSULB) to improve 

college preparation and graduation rates. These reforms 

reflected a sense of urgency about improving student 

achievement that has continued to characterize the school 

board’s approach and actions for two decades. 

Bottom-Up Initiatives, Top-Down Support

The Long Beach School Board’s focus on improving student 

achievement has translated to a district-wide emphasis 

on data. The district measures student and teacher 

performance against common benchmarks and uses data 

to inform decisions. 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—5

Represents—5 districts

Number of Students—86,283

Number of Schools—93
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“We look at the data every year, target certain issues, and 

build upon those issues,” said Superintendent Christopher 

Steinhauser in a 2010 interview with the Learning First 

Alliance, a partnership of education groups working to 

improve student learning in public schools. 

Teachers and administrators aren’t the only ones tracking 

student performance. The whole board is “interested in the 

hard data,” said Board of Education member Jon Meyer, in 

office since 2003. Meyer described how board members 

noted that elementary students’ math performance 

plummeted in the 6th grade when they transitioned to 

middle school. To address this decline, the board initiated 

a pilot program, now in place in several middle schools, to 

create self-contained 6th grade classrooms, allowing one 

teacher to get to know a single class of 6th grade students 

and provide extra help when needed. 

Long Beach Unified has clearly defined expectations and 

requirements for students and teachers so that teachers 

can easily gauge if their classes are on track. Periodic 

walk-throughs provide teachers with objective feedback. 

New and veteran teachers receive training, coaching, and 

professional development, and the board has prioritized 

investments in these supports. 

The combination of investments in teacher effectiveness 

and rigorous focus on outcomes data enable Long Beach 

to empower teachers with the freedom to implement 

programs as they see fit—bottom-up leadership with top-

down support. For example, a successful elementary math 

teacher shared instructional techniques from Singapore 

with her colleagues. District leaders observed math gains 

for these teachers’ students and took the approach district 

wide. As a result, elementary math scores jumped between 

20% and 75% from 2004 to 2009. 

This “Long Beach Way” has led to sustained gains in student 

achievement over the past 20 years, and low-income 

and minority students in Long Beach perform better in 

math and reading than their peers statewide. The district 

is also outperforming the state as a whole in high school 

graduation rates: 73% of LBUSD’s African American students 

graduated high school compared with just 59% of African 

American students statewide. 

But the commitment to student success doesn’t end with 

a diploma. Long Beach’s Seamless Education Partnership, 

launched in 1994, brings together the school district, Long 

Beach City College (LBCC), and CSULB to improve college 

readiness and attainment for Long Beach students. The 

program, hailed as a national model, gives parents of 

6th graders information about graduation requirements, 

provides students with ongoing support, and offers every 

Long Beach public school student one free semester at 

LBCC and guaranteed admission to CSULB. The district also 

recruits many of its teachers from CSULB, training students 

from the university’s teacher prep program in Long Beach 

classrooms to build a steady pipeline of talented, dedicated 

educators steeped in the Long Beach Way. 

Consistent, Long-Term Educator Leadership

A key feature of Long Beach’s success is its school board, 

which has stayed focused on student achievement while 

avoiding the distractions and micromanagement that often 

plague urban school boards. 

Board member Meyer sums up the board’s approach: 

“When you have a great superintendent and you’ve got a 

great teaching staff … the most sensible thing a board can 

do is keep a sharp eye on the ball but get out of the way.” 

All five board members have backgrounds and expertise in 

education, including experience as principals or teachers 

in Long Beach and elsewhere and as community college 

administrators. The city’s atmosphere of collegiality and a 

track record of avoiding micromanagement, combined with 
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the board’s commitment to student achievement, make this 

collective education experience an asset, rather than a liability. 

“I’ve never been able to discern that any of my colleagues 

on the board have their own agenda,” Meyer said. “There’s 

no confrontation, no bickering. Everyone puts the best 

interests of the kids first.”

Both the district and the board enjoy remarkable 

leadership stability: Steinhauser has led the district for 10 

years and has worked there for 30. His predecessor, Carl 

Cohn, also held the office for a decade, during which he 

held retreats to build consensus among board members. 

In contrast, most urban superintendents nationally remain 

in office for roughly two years. Board member Mary 

Seaton has held her post since 1990; two other board 

members have held their seats for at least eight years. 

These career educators were instrumental in launching 

the college readiness initiative, adopting measurable 

district performance goals, and developing a strategic 

plan aligned to district goals for student proficiency, 

postsecondary success, school safety, and healthy 

district–community communication.

“[Former Superintendent Cohn] understood the wisdom of 

having the board not just understand the strategy, but really 

embrace it and own it so that it was the board’s strategy,” 

says Don McAdams, founder and chairman of the board 

of the Center for Reform of School Systems. “Boards don’t 

have to create the strategy, but they have to make it their 

own; they have to own it, have to defend it, and have to 

sustain it over time.”

The longevity of board members and their education 

credentials have also helped insulate the board 

from politics. During the 2006 election, the Teachers 

Association of Long Beach, led by a controversial 

executive director, aggressively campaigned for a 

three-candidate slate in an effort to gain a majority on 

the board. Two of the three candidates won, creating 

a divided board and a period of tension between the 

board, the district, and the union, which culminated in 

one member’s resignation. In the face of public criticism, 

the board rallied around the superintendent. Since that 

period of relative turmoil, changes in union leadership 

and the election of a new board member have largely 

restored harmony. 

The district and the board maintain transparency in major 

initiatives and generate buy-in from staff, board members, 

parents, and community members. Multiple committees 

and public forums help shape new education initiatives and 

keep the board and district on track. “We share good data, 

and we share bad data,” Steinhauser said in 2010. “We are 

very transparent. And that is one reason why I think that we 

do not have a lot of politics with our board members. We 

put it out there for everyone to see, and then we talk about 

how we’re addressing it.”

Five Board Districts, But a Unified Approach

LBUSD is socioeconomically and ethnically diverse. Its 

boundaries encompass glittering beachfront cottages 

and gritty neighborhoods close to the Port of Long 

Beach, and its more than 87,000 students include 

significant populations of Latino, Asian, African American, 

and white students. 

LBUSD is divided into five geographic districts. Before the 

early 1980s, the five board of education districts were at 

large, so that all board members tended to live along the 

coast, even as they represented children from across the 

city. The shift toward geographic districts ensures that 

board members reflect the city’s diversity, but this has not 

resulted in friction between board members representing 

different communities. “We do represent districts, but 

we’re not territorial,” Meyer says. “We all boast about 

achievements our schools make, regardless of where the 
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boundaries might lie.” 

Elections are conducted in the spring and staggered 

in consecutive years. Members can serve an unlimited 

number of four-year terms. 

The Long Beach business and civic communities remain 

strong education advocates. The city council also plays 

an active role. Mayor Bob Foster worked with local 

trade unions to create a pilot program in construction 

and engineering at Jordan High School. The Long Beach 

Symphony Orchestra sends musicians to classrooms to 

perform for students, and a local assistance league gives 

free backpacks and uniforms to low-income kids. 

“There’s a long history of the district reaching out and 

building strong relationships with business, civic, and 

education leaders,” McAdams says, adding that such 

connections likely helped long-tenured board members 

win reelection. 

The district’s more manageable size enables local programs 

to make a deeper impact. And Long Beach’s smaller 

population and lower profile school board keep the district 

running more smoothly. “Urban school governance in 

a central city is more difficult,” says McAdams, citing 

problems plaguing the Los Angeles Unified School District, 

which has more than 750 schools and 664,000 K–12 

students. “The media coverage, the politics is just more 

hardball, and the board turnover is greater, therefore the 

superintendent turnover is greater,” he says. 

Long Beach educators, board members, community leaders, 

and citizens are committed to the success of their students 

from kindergarten through college. While Long Beach still 

has plenty of room to improve—it is a very high-performing 

district but doesn’t match the performance of the best 

nonurban districts—it has made tremendous progress and 

demonstrates what urban districts can accomplish with 

strong, consistent school board leaders who collaborate, 

welcome new ideas, and learn from results.
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