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Los Angeles Case Study

Due to unique structural and local political dynamics, the 

Los Angeles Board of Education is composed of colorful 

individual personalities who pursue divergent agendas 

and report directly to distinct constituencies. As a result, 

individual board members may be powerful players in 

their own right, but lack cohesion as a governing body, 

hampering their ability to work collectively to advance 

a shared vision for education in Los Angeles. This lack 

of board unity has created a vacuum that enables other 

leading figures in Los Angeles—including the mayor and 

a series of strong superintendents—to drive their own 

education reform agendas independent of the Los Angeles 

School Board.  

Los Angeles has a seven-member, elected school board. 

Like members of the Los Angeles City Council, each school 

board member represents a distinct geographic district. But 

in contrast to the city council, which has 15 districts, the 

school board has only seven, and the boundaries of Los 

Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) extend beyond the 

City of Los Angeles itself, encompassing communities as 

diverse as Marina del Rey and Maywood. (Past attempts to 

break LAUSD into smaller districts have failed.) School board 

members have constituencies more than twice as large 

as their council peers. This makes board members highly 

visible public figures who tend to answer to constituents, 

pushing policy priorities that vary as widely as their districts, 

rather than acting as a unified board. 

Another unique feature of the Los Angeles School Board 

is that serving as a member can be a full-time job. School 

board members draw salaries and have dedicated staff 

of two to five professionals each. This sets them apart 

from school boards in most smaller and mid-sized cities, 

whose members typically serve part-time, often as 

volunteers. The board as a whole also has a 10-member 

staff, including volunteers, that prepares meeting 

materials, records meeting minutes, and maintains the 

board website.  

This diffuse structure can mean Los Angeles board 

members spend time “running around as problem solvers; 

they spend almost no time meeting as a group wrestling 

with governance issues and voting on strategy,” according 

to school governance expert Don McAdams, of the Center 

for Reform of School Systems. “They’re more likely to 

govern by resolution … they don’t tend to govern by 

policy,” McAdams says. The board is known for passing 

resolutions on controversial social issues far afield from 

improving education for Los Angeles children, such as 

its unanimous 2010 resolution denouncing Arizona’s 

immigration laws, even as it struggles to resolve escalating 

problems in Los Angeles. One example of the board’s 

long-standing inability to effectively manage the district is 

the $400-million-plus Roybal Learning Center, a new high 

school at the edge of downtown Los Angeles. The massive 

construction project, which finally opened to students in 

2008—more than 15 years after it began—was plagued 

by soaring costs and twice halted, after the discovery of a 

toxic oil field under the property and an earthquake (the 

school is located on a fault line), prompting Los Angeles 

County District Attorney Steve Cooley to label the effort “a 

public works disaster of biblical proportions.”

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—7 districts

Number of Students—677,538

Number of Schools—1,065
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The enormous size and geographic scale of the district, 

which has more than 1,000 schools serving 678,000 students 

across 710 square miles, further complicates school 

governance issues, as does the large number of political 

players involved in Los Angeles education policy. Key figures 

include the mayor, the city council, the Los Angeles County 

Board of Supervisors, and municipal officials in smaller 

cities that are part of LAUSD. Outside of government, chief 

influencers include United Teachers Los Angeles (UTLA), the 

district’s teachers union; other labor organizations; business 

groups; foundations (notably the Eli and Edythe Broad 

Foundation); neighborhood political clubs; and parent activist 

organizations, such as Parent Revolution (which successfully 

fought for a controversial “parent trigger” law). The diversity 

of players means board members form shifting alliances with 

a multitude of interest groups pushing competing agendas. 

Because the district and constituencies are so large, running 

for Los Angeles School Board requires a huge infusion of 

cash. The March 2011 school board primary and May runoff 

cost over $4 million, according to campaign finance reports. 

With so much money in play, contributions become a potent 

factor, enabling special interests to shape school board 

elections. Special interest influence is further amplified 

by the structure and timing of school board elections, 

which are nominally nonpartisan and, along with other 

city elections in Los Angeles, occur “off-cycle,” in the year 

between major federal and state elections. Despite the 

apparent power wielded by the board, voter participation 

remains low, typically less than 10%. 

The school board’s fractious nature and reactive, 

governance style allow powerful local figures broad 

latitude to shape education reform in Los Angeles. Over 

the past five years, Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa 

has become an important player in school board politics. 

In 2006, Villaraigosa pushed the California legislature 

to give him control of the schools suggesting that the 

school board had become ineffective. Although state 

lawmakers passed legislation giving Villaraigosa and a 

coalition of mayors from other cities in LAUSD control of 

district finances and veto power over the school board’s 

superintendent pick, a judge ultimately struck down that 

law in December 2006. Nonetheless, Villaraigosa has 

remained engaged in Los Angeles school reform, taking 

over struggling campuses, forging close ties with a bloc of 

four board members, and aggressively raising money to 

elect school board candidates. 

The Partnership for Los Angeles Schools, a nonprofit 

launched in 2008 as a collaboration between the mayor’s 

office and LAUSD, now runs 22 schools previously identified 

as failing. Partnership schools, while still part of LAUSD, have 

greater autonomy than traditional district schools and must 

implement significant reforms designed to improve student 

achievement. Teachers and parents at individual schools 

vote to join the partnership. Although some partnership 

schools have seen modest gains in student performance, 

overall results are mixed.

Charter schools and networks have also become 

increasingly important players in Los Angeles school reform. 

With 183 charter schools serving 78,000 students, Los 

Angeles has more charter schools, serving more students, 

than any other school district in the country. The district 

has had largely charter-friendly policies, facilitating charter 

growth, but has not developed a proactive strategy to 

leverage charter schools to advance district reform goals—

as have other districts, such as Denver and New York. 

Instead entrepreneurial charter leaders and networks—

such as the Accelerated School, Green Dot, KIPP, and PUC 

networks—have driven charter growth in Los Angeles.

A divided school board has also enabled LAUSD 

superintendents to exercise real power over the past 

decade. Former superintendents were successful with major 

initiatives such as a $20 billion school construction effort, 

resulting in close to 140 much needed new school buildings 
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and repairs to others. Current Superintendent John Deasy, 

a former education official with the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation, has opposed some board decisions and was 

successful, for example, in halting the board’s homework 

restrictions. Both the superintendent and board must 

contend with the severe financial constraints facing California 

and Los Angeles, which will require significant program and 

staffing cuts to balance LAUSD’s $5 billion budget. 

The UTLA is another important player in school board 

issues, but one whose influence has been dampened in 

recent years. Three of seven Los Angeles School Board 

members have supported the union. Despite investing 

considerable resources in board races, UTLA has struggled 

to mount competitive campaigns due to weak candidates, 

strategic mistakes, and the growing influence of deep-

pocketed individuals. For example, UTLA supported 

candidates in recent years whose campaigns imploded after 

revelations of bankruptcy, tax liens, a falsified resume, and 

shoplifting arrests and convictions. UTLA’s recent electoral 

weaknesses have in turn created opportunities for the 

mayor, superintendents, and other board members to move 

forward with reforms opposed by the union. 

Mayor-supported and union-backed members remain 

entrenched rivals and a 4-3 split between a majority aligned 

with Villaraigosa, and a bloc supportive of union interests, 

appears to be firmly in place until at least 2013. 

The sprawling geographic size of LAUSD, its awkward 

boundaries that reach beyond the City of Los Angeles, 

and its enormous, diverse population combine with 

the Los Angeles School Board structure to inhibit the 

formation of a unified school board strategy. Large, vocal 

constituencies and heavy campaign fundraising burdens 

have deeply politicized the Los Angeles School Board, while 

simultaneously empowering a range of influential interest 

groups. These dynamics in Los Angeles have created 

opportunities for visionary leaders to enact their reforms. 
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