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Local School Boards: A Critical, But Overlooked 
Player in Education Reform 

Local school boards play a critical role in shaping the 

direction of U.S. education reform. The success of high-

profile state and federal education initiatives, such as 

improving teacher evaluation systems, turning around 

low-performing schools, or implementing the new Common 

Core State Standards ultimately depends on the decisions 

and actions of the more than 13,000 local government 

entities. Local school boards hire district leadership, oversee 

school budgets, negotiate collective bargaining agreements 

or memoranda of understanding with teachers unions, 

and set policies on a wide range of issues. All of these 

decisions have real consequences for how effectively and 

efficiently school systems serve students and the public 

good. And in some cases, failures of school board members 

to execute these responsibilities well have resulted in poor 

student achievement, district budget shortfalls, and even 

replacement of school boards with mayoral or state control.  

Elected School Boards Face Many Challenges 

Elected school boards are often seen as a reflection of 

America’s commitment to democracy, providing a way 

for local community members to have a say in how 

their children’s schools are run. Yet these locally elected 

boards also face challenges that can lead to dysfunction. 

It is difficult for local voters to hold school board 

members accountable. Voters often do not know their 

elected school  board member’s name or responsibilities, 

and turnout in local school board elections—particularly 

those that occur “off-cycle,” separate from elections for 

state and national offices—is very low. In Austin, Texas, 

for example, less than 3% of eligible voters voted in the 

most recent school board election. 

Low voter turnout in turn means that school board elections 

are largely dominated by special interests, such as vendors 

seeking district contracts, employee unions, and single-

issue advocacy groups, who have more at stake in election 

results. Board members often balance the best interests 

of the district as a whole against the competing demands 

of their local voting district constituencies and the special 

interests that helped them get elected. In racially or 

economically diverse school districts, such as Los Angeles, 

Seattle, and Duval County, tensions between different 

racial and economic groups can translate into conflict on 

the board. Because school board members are elected 

as individuals with differing goals and agendas, it can be 

difficult to establish the kind of coherent board vision and 

mission needed to drive meaningful progress in a school 

system. Elected school boards can also experience frequent 

member turnover, as has been the case in Seattle, leading 

to policy churn and difficulty maintaining commitment to 

specific reforms and strategies. And all these challenges 

are exacerbated when board members view the office as a 

stepping stone toward higher political office.

Alternative Governance Arrangements Are Not 
Necessarily Better 

All of these factors can lead to school board dysfunction, and 

the past 20 years have seen increasing interest in alternative 

school governance arrangements, including state takeovers 

and mayoral control. Alternative governance arrangements 

have had some success, for example in Washington, D.C., 

following a 2007 mayoral takeover, and such takeovers may 

be required in cases of severe crisis or board malfeasance, as 

in Detroit. But the overall body of evidence does not suggest 

that alternative governance arrangements in themselves 

lead to better student outcomes. In fact, as the examples 

of Detroit and Newark illustrate, while state takeovers can 

create new opportunities for politically challenging reforms, 

conflicts between the multiple power brokers involved and 

uncertainty about who will be in control long-term, can 

actually create challenges for reform. The key issue is how 

the board views its role and whether the board is able to act 
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coherently and in the best interest of students. In some cases 

mayoral or state control can facilitate that process but they 

are not reforms in themselves.

The vast majority of districts will remain controlled by 

locally elected school boards for the foreseeable future. 

So it behooves business leaders and others interested 

in improving student learning to take an interest in these 

boards and for boards—regardless of their governance and 

composition—to endeavor to function in the most effective 

strategic and oversight role that they can.

Specific Lessons From School Board Case Studies 

The 13 case studies included in this report look at the 

challenges and successes of school board governance 

in 13 cities across the United States: Atlanta, Ga.; 

Austin, Texas; Bismarck, N.D.; Laramie, Wyo.; Dayton, 

Ohio; Denver, Colo.; Detroit, Mich.; Duval County, Fla.; 

Los Angeles, Calif.; Long Beach, Calif.; Newark, N.J.; 

Pittsburgh, Penn.; and Seattle, Wash. Each of these cities 

reflects unique local conditions and circumstances that, 

collectively, capture our nation’s geographic, racial, 

ethnic, and educational diversity. Some communities, 

such as Bismarck, are experiencing rapid growth, while 

others, such as Detroit, Dayton, and Pittsburgh, have 

experienced declining enrollment. Some, such as Long 

Beach, have high-functioning, stable, and convivial 

school boards that have led significant improvement in 

student achievement. Others struggle with board conflict 

and dysfunction, while still others—such as Newark 

and Detroit—operate under alternative governance 
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arrangements that significantly constrain or eliminate 

the school board’s power. Boards vary in size, from 5 to 

11 members, and operate under a variety of structures, 

including members elected from specific district 

constituencies, at-large, and a combination of the two. 

Some, such as Austin and Long Beach, have benefitted 

from business and community engagement to support 

improvements in education, while others have seen 

limited business engagement, and some, such as Dayton, 

are struggling with the loss of business leadership due to 

broader economic changes. All of these cities deal with 

unique racial, ethnic, economic, and other demographic 

conditions and tensions that shape school board politics 

and the broader conversation around public education. 

Because each local school board operates in a unique local 

context, many of the lessons and findings in these case 

studies are also unique to these specific communities. 

Broader lessons emerge, however, about features and 

actions that can affect school board functionality across a 

range of contexts: 

School boards are most effective when they have clearly 

defined, and limited, responsibilities: Board dysfunction 

often emerges out of conflict about the respective roles 

of the board and district administration, or when school 

boards overstep their bounds and try to micromanage 

district operations. Boards are most effective when board 

roles and responsibilities are clearly defined and limited 

to a set of core, high-level, and strategic roles: Hiring the 

superintendent and holding him/her accountable for 

performance; setting broad strategy including high-level 

goals for improving student achievement; and ensuring the 

district’s financial well-being. 

Superintendents play a key role: Adversarial or 

fractured boards can stymie good superintendents, 

but superintendents also play a role in ensuring good 

relations with their boards and among board members. 

Superintendents can foster good relationships by 

communicating proactively with school board members, 

helping to define clear roles and responsibilities, and ensuring 

transparency about district performance and operations. 

Stability is essential for sustained reform, but it is not an 

end in itself: The districts that have been most successful 

in driving sustained improvements in student achievement 

have benefitted from stability of leadership at both the 

board and administration levels, which enables the district 

to maintain commitment to a course of action over time. 

Too often, frequent turnover in board and superintendent 
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leadership results in a high degree of policy churn, 

preventing sustained improvement. But stability alone 

does not ensure progress, for instance if a district has 

leadership that is stable but complacent. The best outcomes 

occur when both district leadership and voters recognize 

improvement as a long-term commitment. 

Effective training and board development can make 

a difference: School boards in Atlanta, Seattle, and 

Jacksonville have benefitted from external support and 

training designed to build board members’ skills and 

ability to work together as a cohesive group. Training alone 

cannot overcome contextual factors that lead to board 

dysfunction, but it can improve boards’ ability to work 

together successfully. 

Structural arrangements are no guarantee, but some 

may exacerbate problems: The 13 districts included in 

these case studies have boards of a variety of sizes and 

compositions, and there are no clear patterns indicating 

that one board size or structural arrangement is better 

than another. That said, there are clear examples where 

structural arrangements exacerbate existing tensions, such 

as when voting district boundaries lead to a board that 

mirrors deep racial and economic tensions in a community, 

or one where low-income and minority student interests are 

under-represented on the board. Very large constituencies, 

such as exist in Los Angeles, may also lead to board 

dysfunction by increasing the funding necessary to run 

for office and the political distractions for board members. 

Inclusion of at-large members, elected to represent the 

interests of the entire district, may help matters, but the 

most effective school board studied, Long Beach, is elected 

completely by district. Off-cycle elections, which do not 

coincide with higher-profile national and state elections, 

or complicated primary and run-off structures, such as in 

Seattle, may weaken voter turnout and board accountability. 

But even when school board elections coincide with state 

and national ones, many voters do not vote in the school 

board races. No structural arrangement can ensure a high-

functioning school board, but policymakers should take 

heed of structural factors that may be exacerbating other 

local dynamics to undermine board effectiveness. 

Success is fragile: Even when school boards are successful 

in establishing a coherent vision and working effectively 

with the superintendent, numerous factors—an election 

of new members to the board, change in district or union 

leadership, or a crisis or scandal—can shift the balance and 

upset a previously effective board. 

Caliber and commitment of individual board members 

matters: Ultimately, the effectiveness of school boards 

comes down to the people who serve on them. But all 

too often local school board elections fail to attract the 

highest-caliber candidates, or draw individuals who are 

motivated by goals other than students’ best interests, such 

as political ambitions or a specific political or ideological 

vision about how the schools should operate. Improving 

the effectiveness of local school boards requires concerted 

efforts to attract and support highly talented individuals with 

a deep commitment to putting students first. 

Business Leaders Can Play a Valuable Role 

These case studies also show that business leaders—

whether as individuals or operating through organizations 

such as local chambers of commerce, foundations, or public 

education funds—can play a critical role in supporting 

effective school board governance and reforms that 

improve student achievement. Business leaders have 

played an important role in creating conditions for success 

in Long Beach, Austin, and Duval County, among others. 

The case studies yield several lessons about how business 

leaders can play a productive role: 

Educate and inform board members and the public: One 

of the most important ways that business groups have 
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Introduction

helped support effective boards and student achievement 

is by serving as an independent source of information about 

school and district performance and key issues facing 

the district. The Long Beach Economic Partnership, for 

example, published a seminal report, A Call to Action, that 

identified the need to improve education in order to secure 

the city’s economic future and galvanized local school 

board action. In Austin, the Austin Chamber of Commerce 

provides transparent information about school and 

district performance. And in Duval County, local business 

leaders have helped educate local school board members 

about charter schools, including facilitating visits to high-

performing charters in other places. 

Create a sense of urgency for reform: Education and 

information efforts by local business leaders can play a 

particularly valuable role in helping to create a sense of 

urgency for reform in districts where community leaders 

are overly complacent about school performance, or where 

large achievement gaps are ignored. In communities where 

public education conversation is dominated by middle class 

and affluent families whose schools are doing fine, business 

leaders can help to serve as a voice for low-income and 

minority families whose needs are being ignored. Business 

groups can also help maintain commitment to a reform 

vision or direction across changes in district leadership or 

board composition. Where there is frequent turnover among 

superintendents and elected board members, business 

groups can serve as a stabilizing force.  

Develop and support high-quality candidates: As noted 

above, the quality of school board leadership is highly 

dependent on the skills and motivation of individuals who 

serve. Local business communities can play a key role 

in ensuring high-quality board members and candidates 

in a variety of ways. The business community can be a 

source of high-quality school board candidates, as many 

business leaders have key leadership, management, and 

financial skills and knowledge that can be valuable assets 

on a board. The business community can also help to 

encourage and support high-quality school board members, 

by identifying talented people and recruiting them to run, 

offering training and development to qualified individuals, 

providing financial and other support for their campaigns, 

and providing political cover for difficult decisions once 

members are in office. This kind of support can increase the 

pool of potentially strong board members and candidates 

by making it more attractive or less daunting to seek school 

board office, and can also help elect strong candidates to 

open seats. 

To have the greatest impact, business leaders must 

make improving education a real priority issue—not just 

something they support when it’s convenient—and put 

real skin in the game. In Long Beach, for example, business 

leaders helped galvanize a new vision for the city’s 

schools by demonstrating that the business community 

saw education as integral to the city’s—and their own—

economic future. In Austin, for example, the business 

community agreed to back a local tax increase in order 

to fund needed reforms. These actions showed both the 

education community and local voters that business was 

truly committed to improving education, and built broader 

support for reform. 
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The Atlanta Board of Education has experienced years 

of inconsistent performance. During the past decade, 

efforts by the business community to support and invest 

in governance reform seemed to transform the board into 

an effective and functioning body. But recent events have 

shown that external dynamics and internal conflicts can 

easily disrupt board performance, shifting focus away from 

improving teaching and learning in the schools. 

The Atlanta board consists of nine elected members, 

representing six geographical districts and three at-large 

districts. All members run for reelection every four years; 

the last election was in 2009. This arrangement means that 

the entire school board can turn over at once—although 

in practice such complete turnover has been rare. Board 

members elect a new chair and vice chair every two years. 

One major governance challenge for Atlanta is the fact that 

board members are elected to represent specific districts, 

which often results in members focusing on the interests of 

their constituents, rather than on the entire district. 

Transforming a Dysfunctional Board 

City leaders and outside experts agree that throughout the 

1990s the Atlanta school board was highly dysfunctional. 

When Beverly Hall became superintendent in 1999, she 

was the district’s fifth superintendent in 10 years. School 

board members openly bragged about how they drove 

off previous superintendents. Before Hall took the job, she 

met with members of the school board and expressed 

her concerns that conflicts between board members over 

communications, operations, and personnel decisions were 

clearly disrupting governance. “When Hall came, the Atlanta 

Board had a reputation for serious micromanagement and 

infighting. And the atmosphere of bickering and distrust 

continued after she arrived,” said Don McAdams, chairman 

and founder of the Center for Reform of School Systems 

(CRSS), which provided board training in Atlanta.  

Hall tried to address this dysfunctional culture by doing 

away with the board’s fragmented committee-led 

operations structure and creating a more unified body 

to support her efforts to institute instructional reform. 

To reduce board micromanagement, she asked the 

state legislature to rewrite the Atlanta Public Schools 

(APS) charter to clarify that it was the superintendent’s  

responsibility to oversee the day-to-day management 

of the school system and be accountable to the board. 

Key civic groups, including the Metro Atlanta Chamber, 

advocated for changes to help create a more functioning, 

professional school board, and the legislature passed a 

revised charter in 2003. The business community also 

enlisted aid and funding from the Broad Foundation and 

CRSS for board training on governance and leadership to 

support student achievement. 

The business community had already been leading an effort 

to promote quality school board leadership for the APS. 

One avenue is EduPAC Atlanta, an independent political 

organization governed by a group of community leaders 

from the business, civic, and faith-based communities. The 

EduPAC Board reconvenes every four years to endorse 

and support a slate of candidates that it believes are 

credible and could provide effective governance, based 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—9

Represents—6 districts/3 at large

Number of Students—47,789

Number of Schools—100
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on an analysis of best practices nationally. In addition to 

vetting candidates, EduPAC also educates the public on the 

importance of electing capable school board members who 

can be trusted with important decisions like hiring and firing 

the superintendent, understanding and managing a large 

school budget, and advocating for policies that advance 

system goals. EduPAC has a strong track record; since 1993, 

80% to 100% of EduPAC-endorsed candidates have been 

elected or reelected to the Atlanta Board of Education. 

These changes seemed to improve the board’s ability to 

function; in 2009, the National School Boards Association’s 

Council of Urban Boards of Education selected the Atlanta 

School Board as an Urban Board of Excellence, an award 

that honors districts that demonstrate progress in educating 

children and act as role models for excellence in school 

board governance. By all accounts, Hall was a good 

manager and generally worked well with the board.

Hall also received national accolades for her leadership and 

her holistic plan for bringing improvement to schools across 

the district. Her no-excuses culture and focus on accountability 

seemed to be working; the APS showed significant and 

consistent growth on the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP)—especially in reading—between 2003 and 

2009. In that same period, the graduation rate jumped almost 

30 percentage points. In a show of confidence, the business 

community stepped up its direct investment in the school 

system by creating the Atlanta Education Fund.  

Cheating Scandal Raises Questions 

In 2008, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution began investigating 

patterns of unusually high gains in standardized test 

scores. In response to the newspaper accounts, the district 

formed an internal Blue Ribbon Commission to look into the 

allegations. The commission’s report determined that the 

problem was limited to 12 schools.

Then-Gov. Sonny Perdue was dissatisfied with the 

commission’s work and launched a state-level investigation, 

which found a large number of erased answers in a test 

analysis. The investigation report, published in July 2011, 

found widespread evidence of cheating, impacting 44 

schools and at least 178 teachers and principals dating back 

to 2001. As further confirmation of the allegations, when 

state tests were administered under much higher scrutiny 

in 2010, student scores dropped dramatically.1 

The cheating scandal caught the Atlanta community off 

guard and raised concerns not only about the cheating 

itself but also about the role of the business community in 

supporting the superintendent. Because the district Blue 

Ribbon Commission had included business executives 

and others who had done business with the district or 

supported Hall’s reform agenda, Atlanta residents wondered 

if Hall and her business supporters tried to hide the scope 

of the cheating problem in order to protect the reputation of 

the schools and the city as a whole. 

The aftermath of the cheating scandal led to renewed 

problems for the Atlanta board. In July 2010, board 

members’ frustration over poor communication about the 

investigation and its findings reached a boiling point and 

resulted in a power struggle. A majority of the nine-member 

board proposed a change that would modify the way the 

board votes; instead of needing a two-thirds majority, the 

board would require a simple majority. This allowed the 

majority group to stage a coup, voting out the current 

chair and vice chair. In response, the minority group sued 

the majority group, claiming that it broke the law when it 

replaced the chair and vice chair in the middle of a term.

 

1 However it is important to note that Atlanta did make significant gains on the 
NAEP test. A new study (Pieces of the Puzzle, 2011) by the Council of the Great 
City Schools and the American Institutes for Research shows that Atlanta made 
significant and consistent improvements in reading at both the 4th and 8th grade 
levels of NAEP. Atlanta’s reading gains were more than three times greater than 
those seen in the average large city school or in the nation at large. An examination 
by federal authorities found no evidence of tampering with NAEP results.

Atlanta Case Study
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The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) 

placed the APS school system on probation in January 2011 

for violating SACS’ governance and leadership policies. APS 

was the largest school district ever placed on probation, 

putting its high schools at risk of losing accreditation. 

Without accreditation, APS graduates would not be eligible 

for Georgia’s state scholarship program, which provides 

college tuition benefits to students who demonstrate 

academic achievement, and colleges would not necessarily 

accept students coming from unaccredited schools. The 

district was at risk of losing students, and the city faced 

the possibility of depressed economic growth and a drop 

in property values. APS was given until September 2011 

to meet certain criteria, including requiring the board to 

gain the confidence of parents and the community, using 

a professional mediator to help the board work through 

divisive issues and align board policies and actions.

The threat of accreditation loss motivated the board to 

work together. Members unanimously selected Erroll Davis, 

previously chancellor of the University System of Georgia, 

as interim superintendent, filling the position vacated by 

Hall in June 2011. Davis’ immediate goals were to calm the 

waters and create a culture committed to openness and 

transparency. He moved quickly to remove the teachers, 

principals, and administrators implicated in the cheating 

scandal and called for an academic review of students 

whose test scores were changed. He also instituted new 

ethics training requirements and new protocols for testing, 

including training of testing coordinators by an external 

authority and an automatic trigger for investigation when 

gains on test scores are unexpected or unusual. 

Under Davis’ leadership, the district appears to be making 

progress to move past the testing scandal and restore its 

focus on student achievement. APS deputy superintendent/

chief of staff Steve Smith says, “We are trending in the right 

direction. We’ve spent the last six months working to rebuild 

the public’s trust. Now we are moving toward execution of 

a two-tier strategy that enhances quality teaching in the 

classroom while moving the services and support provided 

by the central office closer to the schools.” 

While SACS did lift APS’ probation, the district is still on 

“accreditation with advisement,” one step below full 

accreditation, for most of 2012. The school board continues 

to be in flux. Board members elected a new chair in January 

2012, the fifth change in leadership in two years. Further 

complicating matters, the new chair faces allegations of 

unethical conduct—a sign that the conflicts of the past may 

not be completely settled. 

The entire board is up for reelection in 2013, and Davis has 

only committed to staying through June 2013. APS could 

soon face both a new board and a new superintendent 

search process. This represents both a potential challenge 

and a potential opportunity for a fresh start. Voters will have 

the opportunity to either affirm their support for existing 

board members or select new ones, and the new board will 

have an opportunity to select new leadership aligned with 

its vision and goals.  

The challenges of recent years indicate just how fragile the 

balance of power can be in school politics. While Atlanta has 

taken steps to encourage and support good governance 

practices, it is still easy for things to go awry. It remains 

to be seen if APS leadership, the school board, and the 

business community can work together productively and 

transparently to best serve students’ interests. 

Atlanta Case Study
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Austin Case Study

The Austin Independent School District (AISD) has taken 

significant steps over the past several years to boost 

student achievement through results-driven policies, 

including performance-based teacher pay and a strategic 

plan tied to student performance. But the district 

continues to struggle with a persistent achievement 

gap between white and minority students, and currently 

faces financial challenges caused by state budget cuts. In 

recent years, a partnership between the Austin Chamber 

of Commerce and AISD has helped drive reform, and the 

expertise offered by business leaders can help the district 

respond to new and emerging challenges. This partnership 

illustrates how third-party support and pressure can create 

stability and consensus in fractured and politicized school 

board environments.

The Austin School Board has nine members, seven of 

whom represent geographic districts, and two who are 

elected at large. Board members are elected to staggered, 

four-year terms in nonpartisan elections held every two 

years—most recently in May 2010. Because municipal 

elections in Austin—including school board, mayor, and 

city council—are held “off cycle,” apart from other federal 

or state elections, they receive relatively little attention 

and turnout is weak, especially among low-income 

voters and districts. Fewer than 9,500 people—just 2.5% 

of registered voters—voted in the most recent election. 

Low voter turnout enables motivated and well-organized 

groups and special interests, representing both reform 

ideas and the status quo, to have an outsize influence on 

school board elections.

Sandy Kress, a leader in national and Texas education 

reforms and former president of the board of trustees of 

the Dallas public schools, said that 15 years ago the Austin 

Board of Trustees was overly political and dysfunctional, but 

it has since become “more professional, more thoughtful, 

and more collaborative.” These shifts are due in part to 

a series of board leaders open to accountability-driven 

reforms, beginning with Ingrid Taylor, who was elected to 

the board in 2000, and extending to the current president, 

Mark Williams.

Despite this progress, the board continues to lack a real 

sense of urgency for reform, owing largely to structural 

features. AISD covers a jurisdiction of 230 square miles, 

and there is a sharp geographic divide in Austin between 

communities that are well served by the public school 

system and those that are not. Because board members are 

elected from geographic constituencies, board membership 

reflects this divide. Board members from constituencies 

with higher performing schools see less urgency for reform 

than those representing lower performing neighborhoods. 

Voters in the low income and immigrant communities on 

the east side of the city, where more schools are struggling, 

tend to be less civically engaged, and there has been little 

effort to organize low-income parents in Austin, creating 

little pressure for change.

In this climate, where school board members feel little 

pressure for reform or improvement, the Austin Chamber of 

Commerce has emerged as an important external advocate 

for accountability-driven education reform. The chamber, 

which includes 2,500 business enterprises, civic groups, and 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—9

Represents—7 districts/2 at large

Number of Students—99,388

Number of Schools—124
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individuals, has played a key role in shaping and supporting 

reform initiatives in Austin. 

The district worked with both the chamber and Education 

Austin, the district’s teachers union, to develop a 

performance-based teacher compensation initiative, 

REACH. First piloted in the 2007–2008 school year, REACH 

awards bonuses to teachers and other school employees 

for serving as mentors to novice educators, pursuing 

national board certification, meeting teacher-determined 

student performance goals, and for significant student 

gains on the Texas standardized test. To date, Austin 

educators have received more than $10 million in additional 

compensation thanks to REACH.

The chamber assembled a task force of human resource and 

compensation experts from Austin-area companies to advise 

the designers of the performance-based compensation. But 

its most important contribution was publicly supporting a 

property tax increase for education, passed in 2008, which 

allocated one penny per $100 valuation to REACH. By 

providing a sustainable source of funding for REACH, the 

property tax hike enabled AISD to secure a $62.3 million 

federal Teacher Incentive Fund grant—the largest awarded 

under this program—to expand REACH from 19 to 43 

campuses, more than a third of all AISD schools.

The Austin chamber has consistently used data to make 

the case for reform in Austin, and is viewed as a source of 

high-quality, transparent information about the performance 

of Austin schools. Austin superintendent Meria Carstarphen 

said, “There’s a sharing of information that wouldn’t happen 

on its own. …When I came in, the group that had the 

highest quality information was the chamber. The trend data 

they have, and using it to help target schools that were off 

track, was extremely valuable.”

The chamber’s education task force publishes an annual 

report tracking Austin’s progress on key indicators, including 

college readiness and enrollment. And as part of its 2004 

Opportunity Austin initiative, the chamber compiled data 

about college and financial aid applications from students 

in AISD and other local districts, and released biweekly 

progress reports ranking individual schools. It also worked 

with AISD to create a performance pay system for college 

enrollment managers.

The chamber has also pushed the Austin Board of Trustees 

to become more data- and accountability driven. In 2008 

the chamber threatened to withhold support for the 

board’s tax rate election unless the district developed 

performance-driven end-of-year targets as part of its 

strategic plan. Once those metrics were in place, the 

chamber provided radio ads, yard signs, and opinion 

pieces to support the initiative.

These examples show how external business reform 

groups can add value by serving as “critical friends” to 

elected school boards. Drew Scheberle, the chamber’s 

senior vice president of education/talent development, 

and other business leaders meet frequently with board 

members over breakfast or lunch to strategize and share 

ideas. School board president Mark Williams meets 

periodically with Gene Austin, head of the chamber’s 

education task force.

Williams, a former Dell executive, says that the chamber’s 

credibility with district leaders makes local business an 

effective partner. “You have to have a relationship with 

the governance of the district,” he said. “Having someone 

like Drew at the chamber whose job it is to be aware and 

in tune with what we are doing—that’s critical.” These 

relationships with school board and district leaders enable 

the chamber to use both broad public advocacy and direct 

individual lobbying to advance reforms.

The collaboration between the Austin Chamber of 

Commerce and the Austin School Board is a good example 
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of effective business engagement to drive reform forward. 

The Austin chamber has a strong interest in securing the 

economic growth of the region through quality education, 

and the board of trustees can continue to benefit from 

the chamber’s help in addressing challenges, particularly 

around financial issues. 

In February 2011, the board of trustees declared the district 

in a state of financial exigency, allowing the elimination of 

more than 1,100 jobs, including teachers and other contract 

positions. In light of these ongoing fiscal troubles, the 

chamber’s ability to assist with data collection and analysis 

can help the board manage its resources more strategically 

and improve its analytic capacity.

Over the past decade, the Austin chamber has served as 

a voice for the larger Austin community in challenging 

school board complacency. But it is equally important to 

raise awareness and urgency for reform among other key 

stakeholders, including parents and community leaders, 

particularly in low-income communities. In June, the Texas 

State Legislature approved a bill giving deployed U.S. troops 

more time to return primary ballots, which may cause 

Austin to move its municipal and school board elections 

to November, coinciding with state and federal races. 

This move could boost turnout considerably, changing 

the dynamics of school board elections and creating new 

opportunities for advocacy by both the chamber and other 

reform-oriented groups.

The chamber’s credibility in Austin can also provide 

political cover for board members when they make difficult 

decisions. The Austin School Board hires the superintendent. 

When Superintendent Pat Forgione announced that he 

would retire in 2009, the board faced significant political 

pressure to replace him with a superintendent who 

reflected the district’s growing Hispanic demographic. 

But with the chamber providing political cover, the board 

of trustees identified Carstarphen, an African-American 

woman who fit the district’s vision for accountability. “The 

board was able to take responsibility for it,” said Scheberle. 

“They got the best candidate for what they were seeking.”

While Austin is still far from producing high-quality 

educational outcomes for all students, its example shows 

that empowered external partners can help drive school 

boards that otherwise have few incentives for reform to 

take stronger actions.
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Unlike many rural communities in the United States, the 

public schools in Bismarck, North Dakota, are growing. 

According to demographers’ projections, the district will 

add close to 1,300 students over the next five years—an 

increase of more than 10%. The Bismarck School Board 

has a history of collegiality, pragmatism, and caution. These 

features have enabled it to avoid the dysfunction and 

conflicts that plague boards in some larger cities and have 

positioned it well to deal with the challenges of rapid growth 

in a fiscally prudent way. But these same factors may also 

make it more difficult for the board to undertake innovative 

strategies or to address a persistent achievement gap for 

the district’s low-income and minority students. 

The Bismarck Public Schools District (BPS) covers an area 

of 27 square miles that spans the metropolitan area of 

North Dakota’s capital. It serves 11,000 students across 23 

schools and three education centers. Eighty-nine percent of 

Bismarck students are white, 8% are American Indian, and 

20% qualify for free or reduced priced lunch. District-wide 

proficiency rates remained largely the same from 2007 to 

2011, hovering around 80%, and exceed state averages. The 

district has failed to achieve Adequate Yearly Progress under 

No Child Left Behind for the past five years because of large 

achievement gaps for its low-income and minority students. 

Bismarck’s five-member school board represents the city 

at large and is chosen in staggered elections every two 

years. Members serve four-year terms and turnover is high, 

with only one board member serving since 2004 and three 

members still in their first term as of February 2012. Board 

members receive a $550 monthly stipend. The board is 

responsible for all major decisions regarding school policy, 

curriculum, expenditures, and expansion and has complete 

control over local school matters. 

Observers in Bismarck say that their school board members 

engage constructively among themselves and with the 

community. There is little infighting or competing agendas—

in contrast to some other regulatory bodies in town. “I think 

the board works extremely well together,” says Lawrence 

King, a Bismarck attorney who serves as board president. 

“We make better decisions with honest discussion and 

different perspectives.” Another board member, Steve 

Marquard, agrees that having diverse backgrounds—

including blue collar workers and younger parents—

enhances the board’s ability to represent the community 

and make good decisions. Interest in serving on the BPS 

board is on the rise. Ten years ago no one ran for an open 

board seat; during the 2010 election, eight candidates ran 

for three positions. 

Taking the Time to Get It Right

The recent selection of a new superintendent is an example 

of the Bismarck school board’s emphasis on prudence 

and community input. After Superintendent Paul Johnson 

resigned in December 2009 to head an international 

school, the board launched a yearlong superintendent 

search process that included surveying residents about 

the qualities they wanted to see in a new leader. When 

the favored candidate withdrew to accept another job, 

the board asked John Salwei, an assistant superintendent, 

to serve as interim superintendent, rather than taking 

their second choice. “We wanted to do it right rather than 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—5

Represents—5 at large

Number of Students—11,008

Number of Schools—23
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quick,” says King. The board launched a second search the 

following year. 

Eventually the board voted 4-1 to hire Superintendent 

Tamara Usleman, who started in January 2011. 

The board chose Usleman for her enthusiasm and 

approachability, despite some initial concerns that her 

previous experience had been limited to a smaller school 

district in Minnesota. Board members were looking for a 

superintendent who would communicate well and make 

thoughtful decisions, rather than a transformational 

leader. “We hit it out of the park by hiring Tamara,” King 

says. “We heard from every group in town that they are 

extremely happy with the choice.”

In general, the board seems to have had good relationships 

with both Usleman and past superintendents. King sees 

the board’s purpose as serving as a conduit between 

the district and the community and providing big picture 

policy guidance. He thinks that it is “dangerous” for board 

members to get too involved in management details. “We 

have a superintendent and administrative team with far 

more experience than we have in these particular areas,” 

he says. “We tell them what direction we want to go and let 

them implement it.”

Thinking Ahead

The school board has been a careful financial steward. 

As a result, Bismarck is well positioned today to address 

growth challenges and provide strategic opportunities for 

its students. BPS was not immune to the national recession 

and the state and local budget cuts that accompanied it. 

But the school board’s conservative approach to financial 

management helped insulate the district from the worst 

effects felt in some other cities.

In August 2010, BPS opened the Career Academy, a new 

campus adjacent to Bismarck State College that provides 

students with instruction in skills useful for high paying jobs 

and transferable as college credit. The idea for the academy 

came from forums between the school board, students, 

and families, the Bismarck-Mandan Chamber of Commerce, 

and local colleges. In designing the academy, the board 

sought input from local employers about the skills they 

seek from employees. Both the Career Academy and a new 

elementary school were constructed within the last four 

years under a pay-as-you-go model, using funds that the 

board had saved instead of requiring a bond vote. 

The biggest single challenge facing Bismarck is the 

development of a new facilities master plan. As student 

enrollment increases, the district’s existing capacity 

is insufficient to satisfy demand. Ten of Bismarck’s 16 

elementary schools are beyond capacity and another 3 

are at the limit, according to a physical and educational 

assessment. Bismarck’s high schools are overflowing, 

and the middle schools have less than 5% of their room 

remaining. The district uses 25 portable classrooms, 19 of 

which are more than 30 years old. 

Similar to the superintendent search, the attitude around 

the facilities plan has been one of “let’s get it right the first 

time” rather than “let’s get it done.” The school board hired 

two firms to help develop a master plan and engaged in an 

extended process of getting community input and building 

buy-in before voting on the final plan in March 2012. This 

process of building community support is critical because 

the district must now pass a boundary redesign and a bond 

package to pay for $100 million in construction over the 

next 10 years. 

Going Forward

The Bismarck School Board has admirably avoided conflict 

and resisted temptations to micromanage. But its attention 

has been largely focused on facilities issues rather than 

on academic performance. Because overall student 
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achievement is strong, there is little urgency to address 

the persistent achievement gaps for low-income students. 

Some board members blame the district’s academic 

shortcomings on students’ socioeconomic conditions or 

flaws in federal legislation, not on a need for improvements 

in the schools.

Two school board seats are up for election in June 2012. 

As Bismarck deals with its facilities challenges, the board 

will have greater opportunities to refocus on student 

achievement in the coming years. Ideally, it will find a way 

to maintain its transparency and good management while 

pushing student outcomes even higher, especially for low-

income and minority students.
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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

Number of Students—15,415

Number of Schools—30
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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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The Denver school system has propelled the Mile High 

City into the forefront of school reform efforts. The seven- 

member Denver school board is currently split ideologically. 

The seven members of the nonpartisan elected 

school board have backed a series of progressive 

superintendents in implementing groundbreaking reforms 

over the past six years. In 2005, former superintendent 

(now senator) Michael Bennet introduced The Denver 

Plan, a comprehensive initiative focused on student 

achievement. A hallmark of that plan was the Denver 

School Performance Framework, which uses multiple 

measures to track and evaluate schools’ academic 

progress. Simple, red, yellow, and green traffic signal-

style ratings make school performance transparent to 

educators, parents, and the public and inform district 

policy—including closure of low-performing schools. The 

system has since been adapted for use statewide. 

The Denver Plan also took a Portfolio of Schools approach, 

fostering the development of new and nontraditional school 

structures to expand educational options and address 

previously unmet needs while closing underperforming 

and underenrolled schools. Denver has embraced charter 

schools, authorizing some 30 charters since 1994. The 

district has also pushed to create other types of alternately 

governed schools, including 19 innovation schools which 

have more charter-like autonomy around personnel, 

schedules, and education programs but remain part of 

the school district, and performance schools, new district 

schools created through a Request for Proposal (RFP) 

process to better address student learning needs. 

The Denver Plan has attracted financial support from 

national foundations and political backing from powerful 

community groups and business leaders including the 

Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce, raising Denver’s 

national profile as a model for education reform. It was 

revised in 2010, under Bennet’s successor, Tom Boasberg. 

The revised Denver Plan emphasizes strategies to reward 

outstanding teachers, make families an integral part of 

schools, and give school leaders authority over how to 

spend money. Key goals include preparing every Denver 

student for college or a career, increasing the number 

of high-performing schools, offering universal full-day 

kindergarten, and boosting public school enrollment. 

Relations between the Denver school district and its 

teachers union, the Denver Classroom Teachers Association 

(DCTA) have historically been good, resulting in the 

union’s collaboration with the district on a new initiative 

to compensate teachers based in part on performance. In 

2004, DCTA broke with national union leadership to strike 

a collective bargaining agreement that replaced traditional 

seniority pay schedules with a new formula that rewards 

teachers for working in more challenging schools and offers 

performance bonuses. This ProComp plan, implemented 

district wide over the last seven years, has been widely 

praised, most notably in the 2008 presidential election. 

But more recently, relations between the union and district 

were strained, with the continued expansion of charter 

and innovation schools a particular source of contention. 

Reflecting this more contentious relationship, DCTA filed suit 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—5 districts/2 at large

Number of Students—79,423
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against the district and school board in June 2011, arguing 

that the board signed off on new innovation schools without 

the required approval of a majority of the school staff. The 

school district countered that all job applicants at the new 

schools, which were not yet staffed, were given the required 

notifications. The suit’s future remains unclear. 

After years of swift and sweeping change, including 

school closures, Denver’s reform agenda is encountering 

increasing pushback, from both the teachers union 

and local citizens opposed to the closure of traditional 

“neighborhood” schools and the growth of charter schools 

run by outside organizations. Critics have also challenged 

the influence of national foundations and reform groups in 

Denver, such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and 

Stand for Children. 

This pushback came to a head in the 2009 school board 

election, when candidates skeptical of the Denver agenda 

captured two seats that had been vacated due to term 

limits. As a result, board dynamics were altered, and 

collaboration among the school board, district, and teachers 

union was weakened. 

School board members with a pro-union, pro-

neighborhood schools stance have combined with the 

growing influence of education reform groups to amplify 

ideological differences among a historically moderate 

board. A schism has grown between those who support 

the Denver Plan and board members who favor the 

preservation of neighborhood schools and oppose the 

creation of new charters. 

Since the 2009 election, the board has been roiled by 

upheaval. Recall attempts of some board members have 

been made; however, they ultimately failed. Nate Easley Jr. 

was targeted for recall by union, community, and political 

groups frustrated with his voting record, including his 

support for a controversial plan to split a chronically low-

performing high school into three smaller schools. Andrea 

Merida was targeted for recall when she failed to disclose 

political affiliations and employment by a candidate for the 

U.S. Senate.  

“Harmony never lasts long when you’re talking about 

reform,” says Jane Urschel, deputy executive director of 

the Colorado Association of School Boards. “You will always 

have pushback from somebody … that’s second nature to 

boards. It’s what their work requires.”

Thus, these more recent school board dynamics slowed 

the pace of reform in Denver. Theresa Peña, a school board 

member termed out of her at-large seat in November 2011, 

told EdNewsColorado that she believes a divided board is 

less effective. 

“You need people on the board who can work together, 

because working in a 4-3 environment has tarnished the 

reputation of the Denver school board,” Peña says. “That’s 

harmful, because if this district wants to go for a bond or 

mill levy in a few years [to raise money for schools], you 

don’t want the district [board] to be a distraction. For me, a 

4-3 vote is untenable.” The board did come together in the 

summer of 2011 to unanimously approve eight new schools, 

including an all-boys charter, but that vote underscores the 

extent to which such agreement has become the exception. 

The 4-3 split was maintained following the November 2011 

election. Two seats were being vacated by term-limited 

members. Two of the three candidates labeled as “reform” 

and supportive of the direction of the district and leadership 

of the superintendent, captured the two vacant seats.  

The race generated unprecedented campaign funding 

from both the business community and local teachers 

union. During the 2009 race, local business leaders gave 

more than $237,000 to three candidates, according to 

EdNewsColorado, while five local unions—three teachers 
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unions and two others—donated a combined total of more 

than $103,000 to the three-member slate that received their 

backing. Because Denver’s school board elections occur 

in off cycle years and generally have low voter turnout and 

Denver allows unlimited individual political contributions, 

single donors and relatively modest donations and 

organizing can significantly sway elections. The three 2011 

races raised in excess of $750,000 according to reports, 

with larger contributions coming both from the business 

community and the teachers union.

For years, Denver has enacted groundbreaking school 

reforms that bridged union and district interests while 

skirting political infighting. Currently, previous alliances 

have fragmented, and new advocates have emerged on 

both sides to influence the shape of education reform in 

Denver. The public is now savvier about education reform. 

The future of Denver’s schoolchildren could ultimately be 

shaped by moneyed interests and political factions that 

loom large in urban school districts nationwide. 
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Detroit is fighting to overcome a litany of problems. 

Hollowed out by the collapse of the auto industry, the city’s 

major civic institutions have eroded as the population has 

plunged from a high of 1.85 million in 1950 to 714,000. The 

number of residents dropped 25% in the last 10 years alone. 

Detroiters are mostly African-American, with more than 

one-third living below the poverty line. 

Classrooms in Detroit Public Schools (DPS) have emptied 

as families abandon the city for nearby suburbs or 

public charter schools inside and outside the city. DPS 

enrollment dwindled from 168,000 in 1999 to 66,000 in 

2011. Prospects for the remaining students are grim: DPS 

graduation rates have been projected to be among the 

lowest in the nation at 38%. 

Amid economic disaster, the city’s public schools have 

lacked consistent, effective leaders. The authority of the 

elected school board has diminished gradually over the 

last decade as state, municipal, and other outside officials 

have assumed control in an attempt to turn around the 

failing system. 

A Failed Experiment 

In 1999, the state legislature passed the Michigan School 

Reform Act. To curtail mismanagement of a $1.5 billion 

school bond and improve student achievement, the state 

replaced Detroit’s 11-member elected school board with a 

7-member body appointed by the mayor, who chose a chief 

executive officer to oversee city schools. One of the seven 

members of the new School Reform Board was appointed 

by the state superintendent of schools, with power to veto 

any CEO selection by the rest of the board. This distribution 

of power created an unusual mix of mayoral-state control.

Although the business community applauded the attempted 

housecleaning of public school governance, many citizens 

decried the experiment as a hostile takeover by the state 

with racial implications. A group of students, teachers, and 

parents who claimed that the law disenfranchised voters 

sued unsuccessfully to overturn it. 

 “There is still a very vocal portion of our community 

who believes that having democratically elected bodies 

engaged in the education system is crucial,” said Tonya 

Allen, chief operating officer and vice president of 

programs at the Skillman Foundation, which is active in 

Detroit education reform.

After five years of political tensions and little public support, 

the pilot ended in 2004; in a referendum, city voters opted 

2-to-1 to return to an 11-member elected school board. 

Yet even with the reinstatement of a directly elected board, 

school board races attracted little interest, and voter 

participation remained abysmally low, hovering around 

10%. Meanwhile, Detroit schools continued deteriorating 

during the scandal-ridden tenure of former Mayor Kwame 

Kilpatrick from 2002 to his resignation in 2008. “People were 

very much fatigued with the lack of progress once that 

school board got its powers back,” Allen said.

At a Glance 
School Board Members—11

Represents—7 districts/4 at large

Number of Students—90,499

Number of Schools—130
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Emergency Management

In 2009, Gov. Jennifer Granholm appointed an emergency 

financial manager, Robert Bobb, to take over DPS, stave off 

the threat of bankruptcy, and close a $300 million budget 

deficit brought on by declining enrollment, financial waste, 

and fraud. Bobb’s broad powers included slashing the 

bloated budget, closing underused school buildings, and 

laying off thousands of employees. The elected school 

board waged a 14-month court battle to block Bobb 

and ultimately prevailed in late 2010. But the legislature 

overruled that decision in 2011, passing legislation to revoke 

the board’s decision-making power. 

After Bobb’s departure later that year, new Gov. Rick Snyder 

appointed former General Motors executive Roy Roberts 

as the new emergency financial manager to oversee DPS. 

But the emergency manager arrangement continues to be 

controversial. A citizens group is working to gather enough 

signatures to put the state law, which grants Roberts even 

more sweeping powers than Bobb had (including the 

power to supersede collective bargaining agreements), on 

the ballot to allow for a potential repeal by voters.  

Without direct governing authority, the school board now 

serves primarily to communicate constituents’ concerns to 

Roberts. Civic interest in joining the board is low. Seven of 

11 board seats were up for grabs in fall 2011, but only six 

candidates appeared on the ballot, calling into question the 

school board’s function and effectiveness. 

“One of the things we need in Detroit is a robust public 

conversation about what an accountability and governance 

system for our schools really looks like,” says Dan Varner, 

chief executive officer of Excellent Schools Detroit, a 

coalition of foundations, nonprofits, and business and 

community leaders dedicated to creating high-quality 

school choices. “I would argue that the board in its 

particular structure is not a useful one.”

Varner believes communities should have the right to 

choose how their public schools are governed. “In Detroit, 

the board should be accountable for academic outcomes 

only,” Varner says, “rather than having to focus on financial 

operations, which could be handled by another financial 

manager or another executive. I think we need a form of 

governance that works for our kids first.” 

A Growing School Choice Movement

Between DPS’ dismal academic record and the proliferation 

of public charter schools in the city, the school district now 

enrolls only about 60% of city students. This abundance of 

school choice has divided educational leadership in the city 

among multiple entities:

•	Roy	Roberts,	emergency	financial	manager,	oversees	

about 60 schools that remain within the DPS system.

•	Ten	authorizers,	including	DPS,	oversee	more	than	 

100 public charter schools, which have a very  

mixed record of performance. It is likely that the 

number of charter schools will continue to grow, due 

to state legislation passed in December 2011 that 

lifts restrictions on the number of charter schools 

statewide.

•	Private	and	parochial	schools	enroll	thousands	of	

additional students.

•	 Several	suburban	school	systems,	each	with	their	own	

boards, aggressively recruit city students through the 

state’s interdistrict choice system, which enables state 

revenues to follow students who transfer to a school 

outside of their own district. In a time of declining 

enrollment and budgets, many districts see an incentive 

to recruit students from outside the district to help 

boost their budgets. 

•	 The	newly	created	Education	Achievement	System,	a	

new mini-district that contains the state’s worst 5% of 

schools (most in Detroit), is overseen by the state, DPS, 

and Eastern Michigan University. 
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Meanwhile, nonprofit organizations such as New Urban 

Learning and Michigan Future Schools are strategically 

opening more new charter schools every year, while the 

United Way for Southeastern Michigan, with a $27 million 

grant from the General Motors Foundation, is overseeing 

turnaround efforts in several metro high schools. 

In essence, public education in Detroit has become a 

hybrid portfolio of hundreds of schools with multiple 

approaches and governance systems and no consistent 

central oversight or quality control. Enter the citywide 

Excellent Schools Detroit (ESD) Coalition, led and funded 

by the Skillman Foundation and other philanthropic groups. 

The ESD board has a broad-based membership, including 

leaders from DPS: high-performing public charter and 

private schools; the Detroit Regional Chamber; foundations; 

and several major nonprofit organizations, including the 

local United Way and Detroit Parent Network. 

The group fosters dialogue across decentralized 

governance systems about improving education citywide, 

enabling civic power brokers to coalesce around a shared 

agenda while providing political and financial support. For 

example, the Detroit Regional Chamber raises money for 

ESD and its partner organizations to establish new schools 

and also funds college scholarships and links existing 

schools with corporate partners. The ESD is neutral on 

school governance; the only criterion for support is that 

new schools offer students an excellent education. 

The coalition does not have statutory authority but released 

a citywide education plan in 2010 that incorporated broad 

community input and outlined ambitious goals, including 

making Detroit the first major U.S. city where 90% of 

students graduate high school, 90% of those students enroll 

in college or other training, and 90% of that group are on 

track to earn a degree. 

The partnership is working on several priorities: creating 

grassroots demand for outstanding schools, supporting 

systems such as Teach for America to attract and retain 

talented educators, incubating more high-achieving schools, 

and supporting the growth of good preschools to prepare 

more children for kindergarten. The coalition also pushes for 

school accountability, visiting and assessing every school 

in the city and publishing an annual report card for parents 

that evaluates schools’ academic performance. 

Less than two years old, the coalition is too new to 

truly gauge its effectiveness. However, “the ability to 

take a citywide perspective and to take a child-focused 

perspective on education just did not exist in a collective 

way prior to Excellent Schools Detroit,” Allen says. 

With a powerful emergency manager running the district 

for the foreseeable future, a reform-minded governor 

increasing the state’s role in Detroit schools, and an 

influential coalition providing broad-based leadership, the 

school board must reimagine its governance role to remain 

a meaningful contributor to shaping the future of public 

education in Detroit. 
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Duval County Case Study

On many measures, the climate for education reform and 

innovation in Duval County, Florida, is as temperate as the 

weather. The district, which includes the city of Jacksonville, 

benefits from state policies that provide a wealth of data 

on student and school performance and encourage the 

creation of charter schools. A 2010 report, written by 

Frederick M. Hess for the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 

ranked Jacksonville fifth in the nation in its education-reform 

climate, suggesting that the district is poised to make major 

advances in education.

Yet Duval County has moved fairly slowly to implement new 

policies and practices. The first Teach for America corps 

members did not arrive in Jacksonville until 2008, and the 

proportion of district students in charter schools is among 

the smallest in the state. Advocates for reform, in the school 

system and in the business and philanthropic communities, 

continue to face resistance from some members of the 

school board and other supporters of a traditional system.

That may be changing. The business community has 

helped spearhead support for reforms, providing funds 

and other resources to facilitate change. Businesses also 

helped restructure the local education fund so that it serves 

more as a critical friend to the district, rather than as a 

cheerleader. And more changes may be in store. The 2012 

school board election is shaping up to be a pivotal turning 

point, with four of the seven seats up for election. 

Big District, Big Challenges 

Duval County, the sixth largest school district in Florida, is 

a sprawling 850 square miles—the largest school district in 

the United States by geographic area and the 19th largest 

by population. The school board has seven members, who 

are elected by district. Mayors in Jacksonville, the largest 

city in Duval County, have traditionally played a small role in 

school policymaking, although the two most recent mayors, 

John Peyton and Alvin Brown, have shown more interest.

Like many cities, Jacksonville has a legacy of racial divisions, 

which influence education politics. Board members 

representing the heavily African-American and lower-

income parts of the district, in the northern and western 

sections of the county, have tended to support their local 

schools, even though they include the district’s lowest 

performers. Board members from the newer and more 

affluent southern and eastern parts of the district have 

tended to back more aggressive reforms, such as a plan to 

bring in charter-management organizations.

For more than a decade, district leaders have shown 

a willingness to look outside the traditional system for 

improvement. In 1998, at a time when nontraditional school 

leaders were rare, the board chose John Fryer, a retired Air 

Force major general, as superintendent. Fryer launched 

a district-wide strategy for instructional improvement 

by forming a partnership with America’s Choice, a 

comprehensive school reform program then–operated 

by the National Center on Education and the Economy, 

a Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit organization. In two 

years, more than half the district’s elementary and middle 

schools adopted the America’s Choice design, and an 

independent evaluation by researchers from the University 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—7 districts

Number of Students—125,188

Number of Schools—177
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of Pennsylvania found that student achievement improved, 

particularly in the early grades.

After Fryer retired in 2005, the board replaced him with 

Joseph Wise, a former superintendent in Delaware who 

had a reputation as a hard-charging, take-no-prisoners kind 

of leader. He maintained that style in Duval County—for 

example, proposing that the board remove one member, 

who Wise claimed did not live in her district. Wise was fired 

after just two years. The board replaced him with Ed Pratt-

Dannals, a 30-year veteran of the district.

Despite the improvements that Fryer and Wise instituted, 

student performance in Duval County remains low. The 

graduation rate is about 70%, and the district ranked 

50th of 67 Florida districts in 2011 state test results. 

Achievement gaps remain large. According to the 

Jacksonville Public Education Fund, low-income African 

American 9th graders in Jacksonville have only a 5% 

chance of earning a college degree.

Change Created by Business and Community 
Groups 

Engaged members of the business community have 

mobilized to maintain pressure on the board to address 

the achievement gap and support reforms to improve 

achievement for low-income students. In 2000, business 

leaders reconstituted the Duval Public Education 

Foundation, which had focused largely on recognizing 

exemplary teachers, renamed it the Alliance for World Class 

Education, and broadened its mission to include efforts to 

improve district operations. In 2004, alarmed by low test 

results, the Community Foundation of Jacksonville launched 

a campaign to improve the schools. As part of that effort, 

the Alliance became the Jacksonville Public Education Fund 

and adopted a mission to engage the community to support 

reform. The Fund is now recognized as an important “critical 

friend” to the district.

Individual business leaders have also provided support for 

reforms. Perhaps the most active is Gary Chartrand, the 

executive chairman of Acosta Sales and Marketing, who 

chairs the Jacksonville Public Education Fund and was 

named to the State Board of Education in 2011. Through his 

family foundation, Chartrand provided funds to bring Teach 

for America (TFA) to the district in 2006. Two years later, the 

first TFA teachers began teaching in Jacksonville schools.

Chartrand and others have also pushed the board to 

approve more charter schools. Although Florida has 

one of the most charter-friendly laws in the United 

States, Duval County had few charters. In 2010, just 

2.7% of Duval County students were enrolled in charters 

compared with 10.2% in Miami-Dade County. In addition, 

the record of charters in Duval County had been 

decidedly mixed; the board closed 10 of 17 of them in 

2010 because of financial and academic problems.

Nevertheless, business and community leaders saw 

charters as a promising reform and engaged in a campaign 

to open the district to more charters, while working to 

recruit high-quality charter school operators to Jacksonville. 

Chartrand flew a number of local leaders, including Mayor 

Peyton and U.S. Rep. Corrinne Brown (D-FL), to New York 

to meet with Richard Barth, CEO of the KIPP Foundation, 

to persuade him to open a KIPP school in Jacksonville. In 

addition, the Jacksonville Regional Chamber of Commerce 

took its leadership to Houston, where members met with 

one of KIPP’s founders. The first KIPP school in Duval 

opened in 2010, and Gov. Rick Scott visited the school to 

sign an education reform bill in 2011.

While the school board has opened the doors to approve 

some new charter schools, it has also demanded results 

before moving ahead aggressively. For example, the board 

delayed approval of two additional KIPP schools until after 

the first KIPP school had demonstrated improvements in 

student achievement.
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Opposition to reform helped scuttle a plan to engage 

a new nonprofit organization, Duval Partners for 

Educational Excellence, to oversee efforts to improve the 

lowest-performing schools in the district. Under federal 

law, the district had the authority to turn around four 

“intervene” schools, which had demonstrated severely 

low performance. The superintendent proposed engaging 

Duval Partners, led by a business leader who was also chair 

of the local KIPP board, to manage the reform effort. This 

effort could involve closing schools or bringing in charter 

or education management organizations to operate the 

schools. But the plan met opposition from some local 

residents, including members of the African American 

community, who did not want the schools closed. Board 

members representing communities where “intervene” 

schools were located also opposed the plan. Ultimately, the 

board directed the district to oversee the turnaround effort 

itself, selecting its own private turnaround consultants, 

rather than involve Duval Partners.

A New Era Ahead? 

Duval is poised for a significant transition in 2012. The 

superintendent’s contract expires in December, and 

community members have persuaded the school board to 

revise its system for evaluating the superintendent. In place 

of the current evaluation system, which focuses primarily 

on behaviors the superintendent should demonstrate, the 

proposed method would focus more on outcomes. The 

board’s review will determine whether they renew his 

contract or look in another direction.

In addition, the terms of four of the seven school board 

members expire in August 2012. Duval County has many 

pieces in place for improvement, including a hospitable 

climate and a supportive community. But, too often, district 

leaders have lacked a sense of urgency for reform, despite 

weak academic progress and large achievement gaps. 
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Wyoming school districts have enjoyed increases in 

per pupil resources in recent years due to a series of 

judicial orders for more state education spending and 

the strength of the state’s mineral-based economy. But 

those investments have failed to yield clear improvements 

in student outcomes, leading state officials to call for 

enhanced accountability measures and tighter regulations 

on how districts spend their funds. Laramie County School 

District #1 (LCSD1), Wyoming’s largest district, exemplifies 

the dynamics playing out across the state. LCSD1 needs 

to demonstrate improved performance while serving an 

increasingly diverse student population and addressing a 

facilities crunch brought on by growing enrollment and a 

statewide mandate to reduce class size. Recent actions 

of the LCSD1 school board, including the decision to grant 

conditional approval to the district’s first charter school, 

show how external accountability pressures can impact 

performance-oriented reform. 

LCSD1 serves more than 13,000 students in the Cheyenne 

metro area. Although the district remains predominantly 

white, the number of Hispanic students has risen steadily in 

recent years—to roughly 20% in 2010–11. Forty-two percent 

of the district’s students are poor enough to qualify for a 

subsidized lunch, up from 34% in 2005–06. The district’s 

performance on state math and reading tests, which has 

fallen modestly since 2007, lags just slightly behind that 

of the state as a whole. These average results, however, 

conceal sizable gaps in proficiency rates between Hispanic 

and white students and between those who are eligible for 

subsidized lunch. Moreover, while on-time graduation rates 

have ticked up to 77% in the past three years, an alarming 

share of the district’s graduates need remediation upon 

entering local community colleges.

LCSD1 is governed by a seven-member board of trustees, 

elected at large to staggered four-year terms in nonpartisan 

elections held on the same Tuesday as state and federal 

contests. This arrangement produces higher voter turnout 

than is often the case in off-cycle school board elections. 

Nonetheless, a substantial share of those going to the polls 

choose not to vote for school board candidates or not to 

vote for a full slate. As in much of the United States, school 

board elections in LCSD1 typically involve minimal campaign 

spending and generate limited media coverage. 

For many years, the LCSD1 board lacked a sense of urgency 

about improving student achievement, but there are signs 

that this is changing. In the most recent LCSD1 election, 

held in November 2010, 12 candidates vied for four open 

board seats. Surprisingly, given the benefits of incumbency 

in nonpartisan elections, one veteran trustee was replaced 

and another received the fewest votes of any winning 

candidate. The incumbent with the most support was Henry 

Bailey, a local attorney who acknowledged in a campaign 

interview that the district was performing at a “C-minus” 

level and that “it may be broken.” Bailey emphasized the 

need to improve student achievement and called for the 

establishment of a “trendsetting charter school” in Laramie. 

The Wyoming Tribune-Eagle, which had endorsed Bailey, 

interpreted the election results as a mandate for change, 

noting that the defeated incumbent had “been part of the 

defend-the-status-quo majority, and it appears voters want 

something more.”  

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—7 at large

Number of Students—13,170

Number of Schools—34
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In the past, the district’s efforts to deliver “something 

more” had centered on using litigation to generate 

additional state resources. LCSD1 was a leading member 

of a coalition of Wyoming districts that, between 1992 and 

2008, repeatedly alleged that the state’s school finance 

system violated its constitutional obligation to provide 

adequate funding for public education. These efforts proved 

notably successful, yielding rulings requiring that the state 

determine how much funding districts need to provide an 

education that is “visionary and unsurpassed” and even 

obligating the state to assume responsibility for all school 

construction expenses. By the time the Wyoming Supreme 

Court terminated its jurisdiction over the case, a series of 

court rulings had produced a remarkable transformation 

in Wyoming’s school finance system. After adjusting for 

regional cost differences, Wyoming now spends more per 

pupil than any other state in the country.  

To the frustration of state officials, however, any gains in 

student achievement in Wyoming have been modest at 

best. Under the state’s court-sanctioned funding model, 

district funding levels are based on calculations of the cost 

of specific resources that experts believe will enable them 

to deliver adequate education. But districts receive these 

funds as a block grant and are not required to spend them 

for the purposes built into the funding model. With student 

achievement flat, evidence that districts are choosing to 

spend in other ways has led to calls for tighter regulation 

and increased accountability.

In response, the Wyoming Legislature passed several 

ambitious pieces of education legislation during its 2011 

session. These included a new accountability law requiring 

the Wyoming Department of Education to intervene in 

persistently underperforming schools; a law requiring that 

teacher evaluations be based on measures of student 

achievement growth; and a law limiting class size to 

16 students in grades K-3. Gov. Dave Freudenthal, who 

supported the legislation, cited LCSD1 as an example of why 

class size limits were needed, noting that the district had 

77% more administrators and 140% more administrative 

staff than recommended by the funding formula, but 101 

fewer teachers than recommended.  

LCSD1 Superintendent Mark J. Stock, when interviewing 

for his position in April 2010, said, “We have to learn how 

to be accountable and not run from it or hide from it.” A 

longtime proponent of using technology to communicate 

with the public, Stock maintains a blog, The Supe’s On, 

which attempts to keep parents and other stakeholders 

informed about the district’s priorities and performance. 

With the support of the school board, he is developing 

new internal accountability metrics for the district and its 

schools, emphasizing measures of student achievement 

growth. He has also worked to increase the rigor of the 

district’s curriculum to align with the Common Core State 

Standards, which Wyoming is slated to adopt in 2013–2014, 

and launched a system of school audits to ensure that 

expectations are consistent across LCSD1.  

At the same time, the new class size mandate threatens 

to distract from the district’s ability to pursue this agenda. 

The district is far from compliance, with average class 

sizes exceeding 20 students in relevant grades. Elementary 

school enrollments are projected to increase rapidly in 

the coming years, so complying would require either 

the construction of new elementary schools or a radical 

overhaul of school grade configurations. The district is 

awaiting guidance from the Wyoming Department of 

Education on the process for requesting a waiver from the 

mandate, which the law makes available to districts with 

“positive student achievement.”

Perhaps the most telling indication of a new perspective 

in LCSD1 is the board’s unanimous vote in September 

2011 to grant conditional approval to Laramie’s first 

charter school. The board had rejected multiple charter 

applications over the past decade, often on the grounds 
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that they were duplicative of programs already present in 

the district. The latest proposal came from the operators of 

the Ricardo Flores Magnon Charter School, a well-regarded 

K–8 school in Colorado focused on providing a rigorous 

curriculum for at-risk students, in particular non-native 

English speakers. In recommending that the board approve 

the application, Stock said, “They are sufficiently different 

than what we offer that they truly could be an opportunity 

or a choice for a parent.”

Although trustee Brian Farmer calls it “a misconception that 

this district is against charter schools,” charter advocates 

saw the decision to green-light the project as a welcome 

change. They also worry that the board will use its authority 

to delimit the autonomy afforded to the charter schools 

it authorizes, keeping the school from serving as a true 

source of innovation and competition. These negotiations, 

which are ongoing, will reveal the extent to which the 

district has truly embraced the charter concept.

It is already clear that the growing pressure on Wyoming 

districts to demonstrate results is having consequences 

in LCSD1. In March 2011, Superintendent Stock took 

responsibility for the challenges that the district’s students 

would experience in adjusting to the expectations of its new 

curriculum—but also acknowledged the state’s looming 

presence. “That was from us,” he said, “but it will come 

from the Legislature eventually.” With more than 17% of 

Wyoming students enrolled in LCSD1 schools, the district’s 

ability to respond to that pressure with improved student 

performance is pivotal to the state’s educational future.
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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 

boundaries might lie.” 
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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.

Long Beach Case Study
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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.”

The enormous size and geographic scale of the district, 

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

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—7 districts

Number of Students—677,538

Number of Schools—1,065
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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 

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 
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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. 

Los Angeles Case Study
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Despite its proximity to Manhattan and efforts at 

revitalization, poverty and a depressed economy have 

plagued Newark for years. When the middle class fled 

the city in the 1970s and 1980s after the race riots of 

1967, Newark developed a reputation as a city with 

pervasive crime, poverty, and political corruption. The city 

also underwent a major demographic shift from being 

a primarily white city to a mix of African-Americans and 

Hispanics, which exacerbated long-standing racial, ethnic, 

and class divides. 

Newark’s public schools are among the lowest-performing 

in the state, with low test scores and poor graduation rates. 

City leaders and outside experts agree that transforming the 

schools is critical to turning around Newark at large. Despite 

relatively high spending—almost $23,000 per student—

Newark’s graduation rate is only 55%, and only 25% of 

the students pass the New Jersey High School Proficiency 

Assessment exit exam.

Multiple Players Vie for Control

Many stakeholders are involved in education in Newark, 

including the state education commissioner, the locally 

elected advisory school board, the mayor, the state-appointed 

superintendent, and an active philanthropic community. This 

creates tensions and power politics that complicate efforts to 

improve student achievement. 

The largest school system in New Jersey, Newark Public 

Schools (NPS) has been under state control since 1995. The 

state took control following years of local corruption and 

fiscal mismanagement. Until recently, however, it did little to 

bring change or improvement to the schools.  

The state’s hands-off position toward the Newark 

schools changed under the leadership of Gov. Chris 

Christie, who took office in January 2010. Christie and 

Education Commissioner Chris Cerf are committed to 

moving aggressively to transform the Newark schools. 

In their choice of superintendent and support for state-

level legislation to expand choice and improve teacher 

effectiveness, Christie and Cerf have demonstrated a 

willingness to invest political capital in driving controversial 

education policies. 

Since the state takeover, the Newark Public Schools 

Advisory Board has been a purely advisory body. The nine 

at-large members, elected at three-year intervals, have 

only implied oversight over the district and receive no 

compensation for their efforts. State officials in Trenton 

make final school-related decisions, including hiring and 

firing the superintendent, selecting the curriculum, and 

making spending decisions. 

A key priority for many advisory board members is the 

return of local control. According to the Quality Single 

Accountability Continuum (QSAC) statute, which authorizes 

the state Department of Education to monitor and evaluate 

public school districts, NPS must meet 80% of state 

performance goals in governance in order for state control 

to be withdrawn. After the last review, Cerf acknowledged 

that NPS has made progress, but he determined that the 

city has not yet proven it could sustain that progress over 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—9

Represents—9 at large

Number of Students—39,440

Number of Schools—91
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time. Cerf cited Newark’s “unacceptably low” graduation 

rate and the fact that significant percentages of students 

were not proficient in math (52%) or language arts (58%).

Once local governance is returned to Newark, the law 

requires residents to vote within a year on whether to keep 

an elected school board or change to a mayor-appointed 

board. Mayor Cory Booker, who has gained a national 

profile as an education reform advocate, would like to gain 

control over the schools and have the ability to appoint 

board members. Booker took office in 2007 following a 

sweeping electoral victory and was reelected in 2010. While 

he has gained a national profile and is effective at bringing 

attention and funding to Newark, his popularity is waning 

in his home community. It is rumored that Shavar Jeffries, 

a charismatic advisory board member and Newark native, 

may challenge Booker in 2014. 

Under current state control arrangements, the governor 

appoints the superintendent. When Superintendent Clifford 

Janey resigned from NPS in January 2011, Cerf oversaw 

a search for his replacement. Cerf sought to create an 

open and inclusive process that took into account the 

perspectives of Newark residents. But at the end of the day, 

he was committed to putting in place someone who could 

lead reforms to improve student achievement in Newark. 

Mayor Booker formed the Newark Public Education Task 

Force, an ad hoc civic group, to give the community a voice 

in screening a small pool of finalists for the superintendent’s 

job. According to Dr. Clement Price, the task force chair, 

Cami Anderson was “clearly the best candidate.” The 

process of community engagement and vetting helped 

convince the community that she was a palatable choice, 

despite the fact that she is not from Newark and would be 

the first white superintendent in almost half a century. Gov. 

Christie appointed Anderson superintendent in June 2011. 

Anderson moved quickly. Within her first few months on 

the job, she recruited new school principals to run nearly a 

quarter of the city’s schools, instituted a policy that requires 

principals to sign off on new teacher placements, and 

piloted a new teacher evaluation system. She also focused 

on putting in place desperately needed data management 

systems and hiring a strong administrative team. These first 

steps served as the necessary building blocks for her vision 

of reform for NPS. 

Anderson’s goal is to ensure that all Newark students are 

college ready and have the capacity to compete in a global 

economy, thereby breaking intergenerational cycles of 

poverty. She is focused on addressing Newark’s low rate 

of college education—only 11 % of Newark adults have 

a college degree. Anderson has identified key areas for 

change: improving teacher and school leader effectiveness, 

developing operational efficiencies, providing high-quality 

school options for all students, and engaging and involving 

stakeholders in the process.

But in Newark, the politics of reform are thorny. Residents 

tend to be suspicious of outside efforts to bring change to 

the schools. Anderson is working hard to be transparent and 

build trust with the community, but she is still considered 

somewhat of an outsider. According to Anderson’s chief 

strategy officer, Ali Avera, “the biggest challenge the district 

faces is pulling everyone together to make the tough 

choices and compromises needed to forge ahead.”

In addition to the various political players, Anderson is 

working to engage business and philanthropic partners, 

including Prudential and the MCJ Amelior Foundation, in 

spreading her message about the importance of college 

readiness. While the business sector has not played a 

major role in leading reform in Newark in the past, there 

is renewed interest, thanks in part to an infusion of 

philanthropy from Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg. 
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A Big Gift Gains Attention … and Heightens Tensions  

In September 2010, Zuckerberg announced a $100 

million donation to Newark schools. Zuckerberg has 

no connections to Newark, but he has a long-standing 

interest in education and a relationship with Mayor Booker, 

which led him to believe that his donation could spur 

improvement in one of the country’s lowest-performing 

school systems. Facebook funding requires matching funds 

from the community, and the mayor has been leading the 

charge to raise the matching funds.

The Foundation for Newark’s Future (FNF) was created to 

dispense the donated funds. FNF’s governing board, which 

makes spending decisions, quickly recognized that the 

funds would produce the greatest impact if they accelerate 

NPS initiatives and focus on the key levers that drive system 

change. Zuckerberg’s $20 million a year donation, while 

substantial by philanthropic terms, does not compare with 

Newark’s nearly $1 billion annual budget. Therefore, it can 

achieve lasting results only if it leverages changes in how 

public dollars are spent. 

FNF feels strongly that it is important to build on local 

exemplars and take good models in Newark to scale. One 

of the foundation’s first efforts is the Teacher Innovation 

Fund, a grant program that awards teacher teams up 

to $10,000 to implement their ideas for codifying and 

replicating best practices in the classroom. This initiative 

helped assuage community concerns that FNF was only 

interested in supporting the growth of charter schools. But 

FNF still faces negative impressions about its commitment 

to broad reform for all Newark students, whether in district 

or charter schools.

Fourteen percent of Newark’s 40,000 students are in 

charter schools, and “the demand for charters is incredible” 

says Kathleen Nugent, New Jersey state director of the 

Democrats for Education Reform. “More than 10,000 

families across Newark are on charter school waiting 

lists. Parents are desperately seeking better options for 

their children.” Anderson has made it clear that she is 

agnostic about school governance (charter versus district 

run), but she has been vocal about the need for charters to 

take on their fair share of low-performing students and be 

accountable for ensuring that students demonstrate annual 

growth, rather than simply meeting performance targets.  

What the Future Holds

For the moment, it seems that the various players in 

Newark are working together productively. The situation is 

tenuous, however. The advisory board continues to vie for 

local control. Yet the state obviously wants to give Anderson 

time to implement her vision and have success. While 

there is certainly optimism in Newark, the political situation 

makes reform efforts even more delicate than in other 

major cities. Cerf and Anderson feel a sense of urgency to 

move forward while they have the opportunity. The good 

news is that the various players are “more or less aligned 

in their support and courage for doing the hard work for 

education reform,” according to Ryan Hill, founder and 

executive director of KIPP schools in Newark. The question 

is whether the strong personalities of Cerf, Booker, Jeffries, 

and Anderson, combined with the influx of philanthropy 

and national attention, can move fast enough to generate 

sustainable reform. 
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The Pittsburgh public school district has transformed itself 

over the past decade from a cautionary tale to a school 

reform leader. In 2005, the district faced state takeover 

for failing to meet federal student achievement standards. 

Just four years later, it made federally mandated Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) for the first time. A year later, in 

2010, Pittsburgh reached a landmark contract agreement 

with the local teachers union that embraced accountability 

and performance. Today, it is nationally recognized for its 

initiatives to improve instruction and has won millions of 

dollars in federal and philanthropic grants to fund these 

efforts. This transformation occurred because a group 

of energized school board members made a series of 

decisions that empowered strong leaders, built trust 

among former adversaries, and rallied the district around 

common goals. 

The Pittsburgh School District (PSD) covers an area of 55 

square miles that span both the city of Pittsburgh and 

the borough of Mt. Oliver. During the 2009–2010 school 

year, 28,000 students attended 73 PSD schools. Fifty-six 

percent of Pittsburgh students are African-American, 36% 

are white, and more than 70% qualify for free or reduced-

priced lunch. District-wide proficiency rates in math and 

reading increased from 2007 through 2010 but still lag 

behind state averages. In 2011, the district achieved AYP 

for the second time in three years.

Observers credit Pittsburgh’s improvements to 

the leadership of Mark Roosevelt, who served as 

superintendent from 2005 to 2010. But the district’s growth 

would not have been possible without collaboration 

from the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers (PFT), led by 

President John Tarka, and the oversight of the Pittsburgh 

School Board, whose decisions—including the choice to 

hire Roosevelt and give him wide rein—played a key role in 

initiating and sustaining change in the district. The restraint 

and support of the school board will be crucial to sustaining 

and building on change in Pittsburgh going forward.  

A City in Transition

Pittsburgh faces challenges common to many urban 

districts. Demographic shifts, a persistent achievement gap, 

and a contentious labor-management climate have taken 

their toll. Since 2001, the district repeatedly failed to meet 

performance benchmarks in math and reading, leading to 

the threat of state takeover. Pittsburgh also lost thousands 

of students annually as parents moved their families to 

suburbs or enrolled their children in charter schools, leading 

to underenrolled schools, excess staff, and budget shortfalls. 

In 2005 alone, Pittsburgh lost 1,700 students, or 5.5% of its 

entire enrollment. 

Weak school board leadership during this period 

exacerbated these challenges. Board members disagreed 

about how to address key issues, leading to a fractured 

and disgruntled body. “It was unbelievable,” Bill Isler, a 

former school board president, says of the period before 

2005. “It was a dysfunctional board and in many ways a 

dysfunctional district.” 

Pittsburgh’s nine-member school board represents different 

geographic regions of the city and is chosen by residents in 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—9

Represents—9 districts

Number of Students—25,326

Number of Schools—59
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staggered elections every two years, with even-numbered 

districts alternating with odd numbered. Terms are for four 

years, which is meant to foster a balance of experience and 

new perspectives. But, in fact, turnover is low—more than 

half of the board has served since 2001. 

Role clarity has been a major challenge for the board. 

Pennsylvania code gives school boards responsibility for 

a wide range of functions, from drafting strategic plans 

and creating district policy, to hiring superintendents 

and adopting annual budgets, to overseeing smaller 

operational matters, such as field trips and all contracts. 

In the past, board members often succumbed to the 

temptation to micromanage and focus on issues that 

have little to do with student achievement. Indeed, some 

observers say that the school board’s greatest contribution 

to Pittsburgh’s progress since 2005 has been its ability to 

stay out of the way. 

New Directions

In 2002, the board’s dysfunction prompted three of the city’s 

leading philanthropies—the Grable Foundation, the Heinz 

Endowments, and the Pittsburgh Foundation—to halt new 

investments in the school system, a multimillion financial 

blow to the district. The decision was driven by ongoing 

feuds among board members and between the board and 

then-Superintendent John Thompson. Pittsburgh’s then-

mayor Tom Murphy even formed a special commission to 

respond to the crisis in district governance and leadership. 

It was clear that the district needed a transformational 

cultural change. The search for a new superintendent, 

following Thompson’s resignation in 2004, provided a 

crucial opportunity. In a decisive step, the board chose Mark 

Roosevelt, a former Massachusetts state legislator and 

recent graduate of the Broad Superintendent’s Academy. 

This was a risky move for a city that had long relied on 

traditional leadership systems and ideas. Roosevelt brought 

big, challenging ideas and an easy confidence to the table, 

which impressed the board. 

As Roosevelt prepared to take office in the summer of 2005, 

another significant personnel change occurred. After the 

death of Al Fondy, who had served as president of the PFT 

for more than 35 years, John Tarka, a former high school 

English teacher, assumed the role. 

A New Tone

Within two weeks of becoming superintendent in August 

2005, Roosevelt hired the Rand Corporation to determine 

which of the district’s 88 schools to close or consolidate. 

School closings are notoriously difficult to accomplish, 

and community groups and school board members often 

block closures of particular campuses. But with some 

Pittsburgh schools operating at only half capacity and a 

$50 million annual budget deficit, Roosevelt knew that 

closures were necessary. 

In November, Roosevelt asked the board to convert nine 

schools into K–8 schools, turn eight more into accelerated 

learning academies, and close 20 schools, cutting about 

8,400 of the district’s 13,700 empty seats and saving  

$10.3 million annually. Surprisingly, the proposal received 

little objection—largely because it was backed by a 

conclusive, impartial study. This early success set a new 

tone for accomplishment and action in Pittsburgh. 

The following year, Roosevelt announced the Pittsburgh 

Promise initiative, which pledges that every student 

who graduates from PSD with a 2.5 average GPA and 

a satisfactory attendance record will earn a college 

scholarship. (Today, students can receive up to $40,000 over 

four years.) The initiative spurred renewed support from 

local businesses and philanthropies, including a  

$100 million commitment from the University of Pittsburgh 

Medical Center. Perhaps more important, it energized 
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parents, teachers, and students around a common goal for 

achievement. The teachers union demonstrated its support 

through a $10,000 donation. 

Teacher Effectiveness

In 2008, the district and the union began collaborating 

on a new teacher evaluation system, Research-Based 

Inclusive System of Evaluation (RISE). During the 2009–

2010 school year, 28 schools—nearly half the district—

volunteered to pilot the program. Under RISE, teachers 

and administrators meet before and after observations 

to discuss performance and a plan for improvement. 

Teachers are then assigned to one of four levels: 

distinguished, proficient, basic, or unsatisfactory. Both 

teachers and principals consider the resulting evaluations 

more fair than those given under the previous system, 

in which teachers received only a “satisfactory” or 

“unsatisfactory” rating, and nearly all teachers were 

found to be satisfactory. 

In 2009, Pittsburgh received a $40 million grant from the 

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to support its work on 

RISE. This grant was part of a larger foundation initiative 

designed to support major urban districts in establishing 

and evaluating new evaluation systems that measure 

teacher effectiveness. In addition, the district and the PFT 

agreed to develop a performance-pay program for teachers 

and set a goal to increase the percentage of students 

graduating college ready (measured by performance on 

state math exams) from 29% in 2009 to 50% by 2014. 

In 2010, Pittsburgh won a $37.4 million federal Teacher 

Incentive Fund (TIF) grant to further support evaluation and 

compensation reforms.

Linda Lane, who worked on the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation proposal as a deputy superintendent, 

describes the collaboration on RISE and the Bill & Melinda 

Gates Foundation and TIF proposals as a turning point in 

strengthening Pittsburgh’s union-district relationship. The 

school board received regular updates on the process but 

remained largely hands off. 

Trust Building 

In 2010, five years of trust building between the 

school board, the union, and the district paid off in the 

passage of a landmark teachers contract. The contract 

created six new “career ladder” positions that provide 

additional compensation for teachers who take on more 

responsibilities. The contract also created school-wide and 

district-wide performance bonuses and a new performance 

pay plan that provides annual bonuses up to $8,000 for 

effective teachers. Current teachers can opt in to the new 

performance-based pay schedule or remain on the previous 

schedule, which turned out to be essential in garnering the 

membership votes needed for approval. The contract also 

increased the number of years needed to earn tenure from 

three to four. 

Core leaders from the district and the union oversaw the 

work, but as with RISE, teachers were heavily involved. 

Seemingly small decisions—such as not including board 

members or attorneys in negotiations—were calculated 

to minimize expense and improve efficiency. Teachers 

approved the five-year contract, the longest in Pittsburgh’s 

history, by more than a 2-1 margin. The school board 

approved it in an 8-0 vote in June 2010 (one member 

abstained due to cost concerns).

The Road Ahead

Despite Pittsburgh’s progress, the district continues to 

face challenges. Key reforms are still in the implementation 

phase, including the new performance-pay system and an 

alternative teacher certification program. The emerging 

partnership between the PSD and the PFT also requires 

continuous care to maintain trust and urgency. 

Pittsburgh Case Study
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In the wake of the recession, the district continues to 

face budget shortfalls. A proposed $530 million budget 

for 2012 includes $11 million in spending cuts required by 

declining tax revenues. School closings also continue to 

be necessary—the PSD operated 73 schools during the 

2009–2010 academic year but reduced that number to 64; 

in 2011 another 7 schools are expected to close in 2012. 

And student achievement remains far from where it should 

be. Only 60% of Pittsburgh’s students graduated from high 

school in 2010, significantly below the national average. 

The revitalized Pittsburgh Board of Public Education will 

be essential to addressing these challenges. Community 

members have rallied to prevent the board from reverting to its 

former reputation. In 2009, the nonprofit A+ Schools launched 

an initiative called Board Watch, which trains volunteers 

to evaluate the school board on five good governance 

practices—focus and mission, transparency, conduct, role 

clarity, and competency—during its public meetings. 

The program was started in part because the public still 

has a largely negative view of the school board and little 

understanding of what the board actually does. “This 

program is as much about holding the board accountable 

as it is about engaging the public,” Carey Harris, founder of 

Board Watch, told Education Week. Board Watch issues a 

report card several times a year that grades the board on its 

performance and makes recommendations for improvement. 

In 2010, Roosevelt resigned to become the president of 

Ohio’s Antioch College, and the board named Dr. Linda 

Lane as superintendent. Lane, a district veteran, has 

played a central role in the reforms since 2005 and is well 

poised to continue pushing Pittsburgh toward growth 

without alienating key stakeholders. There is much that 

is encouraging in Pittsburgh’s reform efforts, and if the 

district’s labor, management, and school board can continue 

to focus on collaboration, efficiency, and its mission, they 

will continue to create benefits for Pittsburgh’s students.

Pittsburgh Case Study
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Seattle School Board—Churn and Challenge

The Seattle Public Schools and its school board have been 

through a rocky decade, including two major financial 

scandals followed by superintendent ousters, significant 

school board turnover, and frequent controversy over 

improvement efforts or personnel matters. These 

problems are rooted in a variety of issues, including 

structural factors related to board composition and 

off-cycle election timing, constituent demands, and 

community understanding (or misunderstanding) of the 

role of board members, exacerbated by the city’s racial 

and class dynamics. Recent challenges in the district 

also illustrate the importance of good superintendent 

and school board relationships, as well as the ways 

things can go wrong when the superintendent does not 

provide board members with the tools and resources to 

effectively govern and board members do not adhere to 

the principles of governance and oversight management. 

Structural Factors Contribute to Board Churn and 
Conflict 

Seattle has a long history of school board churn. Under the 

board’s current structure, roughly half of the seven board 

members are up for reelection every two years. This creates 

the potential for significant turnover every two years, which 

often leads to wide swings in overall board orientation 

and agendas. Racial and economic dynamics and special 

interest involvement further complicate matters.

Board members represent particular regions of a school 

district that is highly segregated by race, income, and 

school quality. This can be a good thing if the process 

supports deliberation and debate with the intent of 

reaching a common goal. But it can also lead to competing 

interests from board members representing different 

types of communities and conflict on the board. Four 

of the seven board members represent the generally 

more affluent and white North End neighborhoods. Board 

members are elected by their districts in a primary and 

then elected citywide in the general election, adding to 

electoral confusion. 

Special interests, including the Washington Education 

Association and private donors, also play an active 

role in Seattle elections. Because there is no campaign 

contribution limit, they can exercise significant power. 

School board members are unpaid, but most devote 

considerable time to their duties. This creates a dynamic 

in which people attracted to serve on the board are, in 

the words of one civic leader, “incredibly altruistic or 

advocates for a single issue.”

To foster a more cohesive and effective board, Seattle’s 

Alliance for Education, a largely privately funded local 

education fund, has invested in board retreats and 

training in partnership with governance experts, including 

the Center for the Reform of School Systems. Board 

members and superintendents have learned about 

board policies and processes aimed at improving board 

operations, management oversight, and support for 

student achievement. While the training has been useful 

in bringing together the diverse group of board members, 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—7 districts/7 at large

Number of Students—47,001

Number of Schools—91

Seattle Case Study



61
helping shape a common vision and developing 

processes for policy development and oversight 

management, repeated turnover on the board has made 

it difficult to sustain the momentum.  

In 2008, after a particularly fractious period of board 

politics and superintendent turnover, the board appeared 

to become more unified, owing to both a fresh mix 

of personalities coming out of the 2007 election and 

training provided by Seattle’s Alliance for Education. 

This unity was reflected in the board’s 6-0 vote (with one 

abstention) to approve Maria Goodloe-Johnson as the 

new superintendent. 

Poor Superintendent-Board Relations Exacerbate 
Tensions 

Though former Seattle Superintendent Maria Goodloe-

Johnson started out with a supportive board, her authoritative 

leadership style and lack of communication created tension 

with members over the course of her tenure.

Goodloe-Johnson was a strong-willed leader who aimed to 

bring change to a city best known for its grinding process 

and general lack of agreement on a plan for improving 

schools. She made progress, including building a data 

infrastructure and attracting talent to the central office, 

but the progress was controversial. During her tenure, she 

closed five schools and moved eight others to address low 

enrollment and weak programs. She also negotiated a new 

teachers contract, which includes a new evaluation system 

that will eventually use student growth as one of several 

factors in teacher evaluations and replaces the standard 

dichotomous system with a four-tier rating system. One of 

her most controversial moves was a proposal to place a 

handful of Teach for America teachers in Seattle schools, 

which was criticized by a small but vocal faction of district 

watchdogs who viewed the plan as part of a broader 

movement to privatize public education.  

While pursuing these reforms, Goodloe-Johnson took an 

arm’s length approach to working with her board. According 

to some observers, she had worked with a dysfunctional 

board before coming to Seattle and may have brought 

with her the view that boards were more of a problem 

than a partner. She took a strong executive approach and 

decided when to loop the board in. She took the same 

approach with the broader community, where she was 

known for her stiff communication style. The resulting lack 

of communication left board members feeling alienated—

and at times embarrassed. It was not uncommon for board 

members to attend their local community meetings and 

face tough questions about controversial district reforms 

about which they had little or no information.  

In the 2009 election, Seattle residents elected two new 

board members who tended to vote with the previous 

board majority less frequently than the members they 

replaced. Goodloe-Johnson also faced backlash from 

teachers and parents. In 2010, the Seattle teachers union 

passed a no-confidence vote in Goodloe-Johnson and her 

administration, even as they approved the new teacher 

contract with the controversial reforms she had negotiated. 

Parents also gave her stinging reviews in surveys.  

The final straw, however, came in February 2011, when a 

report from the state auditor’s office exposed the alleged 

misuse of $1.8 million by a district-run program aimed at 

supporting small minority businesses. Though Goodloe-

Johnson was not directly implicated in the scandal, an 

outside attorney hired by the district concluded that she 

knew enough to have acted. Had Goodloe-Johnson’s 

relationships with the board been more collegial, and had 

she reacted less defensively to the audit, she might have 

weathered the scandal. But after a pattern of being left 

out of the loop, board members were angry at Goodloe-

Johnson for putting them in the hot seat by failing to share 

information or act sooner. Her one-time supporters on the 

board, including board president Steve Sundquist, were 
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pushed too far. “I would have counted myself as a supporter 

until we got to this place,” Sundquist told a local reporter. 

On March 2, 2011, just one week after the financial scandal 

broke, the Seattle School Board fired Goodloe-Johnson.

Board Members React With Micromanagement 

After terminating Goodloe-Johnson’s contract, the board 

immediately appointed the district’s chief academic 

officer, Susan Enfield, as interim superintendent. Enfield 

was committed to staying the course on the district’s 

strategic plan and set out to repair relationships with the 

community and teachers union in an effort to secure a 

permanent position. 

Most board members strongly backed Enfield and wanted 

her to stay in the position. But they were also determined 

not to end up in another situation where they didn’t know 

the answers. Several board members started “down a path 

of encroachment,” according to one observer, moving 

away from policy governance and getting their hands into 

management issues. 

As the November 2011 elections approached, members 

who had supported Goodloe-Johnson’s more controversial 

reforms felt vulnerable. When Enfield fired a principal at 

Ingraham High School, a racially and economically diverse 

school where only 5% of African-American students were 

proficient in math but an Advanced Placement program is 

popular with more affluent families, she faced public outcry. 

Several days later, she reversed her position, a move that 

shocked many and hinted at board involvement.

After a tumultuous year of scandal and change for the 

school board, the November elections brought defeat for 

both the board president and the school board member 

representing the community where Ingraham High School 

was located. Two new board members formed a coalition 

with the two previously independent board members and 

began what one observer called “micromanagement on 

steroids,” calling for increased participation in management 

decisions, including direct board control of administration 

and personnel decisions, such as hiring and firing principals. 

The board publicly deliberated on whether to run a national 

search for the open superintendent position or simply 

offer the job to Enfield. In December 2011, Enfield stunned 

the board and community by announcing her decision to 

remove her name from consideration. While she offered 

little explanation, the pattern of micromanagement and the 

divided board were likely factors in her decision.

Looking forward, many observers and community members 

are pessimistic that Seattle’s current school board will 

be able to attract a high-caliber superintendent. Eight of 

32 Puget Sound area districts have open superintendent 

vacancies. Seattle public schools face an uphill struggle 

to attract strong central office executives and talented 

principal candidates, particularly in light of the board’s 

reputation for conflict and micromanagement. Maria 

Goodloe-Johnson’s apparent failure to effectively manage 

what had temporarily been a fairly unified and supportive 

board likely contributed to recent turmoil and her ouster. 

But the underlying structural issues causing board turnover 

and conflict in Seattle will not be changed by a new 

superintendent alone.
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