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Dialogue is complicated/emotional 

Regarding student assignment, we were again privileged that we got our neighborhood school and he got his 
high school.  During that process, the public meetings that hit me the most were the ones when people said, “I 
love neighborhood schools,” and “I hate neighborhood schools.”  Both are valid.  It’s not easy. 

There are clearly a number of organizations out there: the PTAs, merged Ed Fund, School Alliance.  

Challenge of no silver bullet… what is the “renovated library” in terms of public schools.   

We have all these opinions - and we haven't even been in a public school. All the things that can be barriers 
become a barrier. All of our feelings, all of your information, despair becomes barrier - and if it's surfaced and 
not processed - you just sit with it - and think that sucks.  

I can’t think of anything that any person or any group of people that they’ve done that served a broad group 
that didn’t take a tremendous amount of effort. Struggle towards basic humanity, it takes everything, usually 
the life of the leader of the pack. When you really want to include people, it’s going to take a lot. 

A lot of times, parents speak out of frustration, not anger.  You have to be able to discern the difference 
between them, especially in a public forum. 

I’m resentful that my kids didn’t get into public school!  I tried 3 times.  I’m resentful of all of you who got into a 
public school.  There’s a lot of money that could be in my retirement account right now, but we’re paying it in 
tuition.  The roots of people’s feelings are deep.  

The choice to go private or public is very personal, and it can’t make people feel bad about their choice. 
Everybody has to be welcomed. 

 [You’ll have to create a space] where we can say things and people don’t take it personal. Where people can 
feel comfortable and free, without others holding back or saying they won’t participate.  

I don’t know how it will fit in. There’s PTA, PPS, and Ed Fund and School Volunteers, and they all do different 
things.  I also know the dialogue is very important and none of it is simple. 

  

Participation is narrow, not broad (same old voices) 

So, I don’t know who’s going to want to be part of it than us groupies who do school stuff anyway.  

The risk is that it would be dominated by the same voices and that it is more of the same. Some of this may 
be my own bias, but when I think about the public dialogue about schools in the city, who's talking and who's 
in charge. 

 80% of households in San Francisco don’t have public schools in them.  ...  That is an issue.  Here you’ve got 
to reach out to the broader community who are supportive of the schools.   

If we don’t have the voices of all groups, if it’s not inclusive, groups that have had a marginalized voice in this 
District, we risk the possibility of not having an equitable dialogue about it. 

I think it’s hard because as soon as you have a meeting, people who go to meetings will go.  Those are the 
people that love meetings and can figure out how to get their voice heard.   

That it devolves into a shouting match.  In general, in SF, the loudest people get heard but they’re not always 
the most reasonable or willing to see more than one side.  People get into their rigid framing of a problem.  It’s 
not a problem solving dialogue. It’s a shouting match. 

If you are trying to reset a table… Those relations that existed before, there are some good things.  Bring the 
most unlikely candidates into the room, you’ll be more successful.  If it’s the same 30 people nothing will get 
done.   
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Right now the public dialogue nationally is crazy.  The dialogue in the city reflects the national dialogue.  It’s 
not that there is NO dialogue, but I want to see a different one; different voices at the table.  The voices that 
are heard are not the ones we should be accountable to.  We should be accountable as a community 
collectively. 

Initially we had Communities of Opportunity.  We focused dollars into one neighborhood to bring it up.  Why 
didn’t that work?  It had the support of everyone.  One reason was it wasn’t grassroots, community-based; 
there was no buy-in.  I’m worried.  We have to figure out how to make this work for neighborhoods we’re not 
being successful in.  I’m hopeful that by connecting people and working with the grassroots, we can make that 
happen. 

  

Time constraints for target populations 

 It will be tough to get parents who work 3 jobs, parents from the Bayview, parents who don’t speak English.   
A lot of Asian parents come to meetings, but proportionally they are under-represented....But people don’t 
have a lot of time. 

Who participates-March 23rd at 3:30 pm – assures that no teachers are there. All those people who are 
supposed to represent us, the union and the administration are not in the schools. So its skewed already. 
These people make over $100,000, they’re supposed to be representing us? 

Change is intractable because of the layers of government and… For people to actually ultimately achieve a 
meaningful understanding of trends, policy ideas, leadership, so they can make a strategic involvement to 
drive fundamental change…  People are judicious about their time and energy these days, and unless they’re 
empowered they’re going to spend their energy somewhere else; like in their kid’s classroom, buying the 
hamster. 

Ideally—this going to sound a little selfish—it would be done in a way that didn’t require a lot of time from the 
District.  Some time is a good investment: to check for alignment and syncing up and everything.  We are 
really strapped for time and our people are really stretched, so to have another project gives me a lot of 
anxiety and unease.  Not just for me, but for Gentle.  I wouldn’t want that to be a dependency; for this to 
happen it would require 10 hours a week. 

What I hear from other cities and what I notice here - the districts are so swamped with day-to-day, dealing 
with current budget challenges and trying to figure those out, they can't raise themselves enough. Not another 
thing. They can't see 2 weeks down the road, much less, more strategically. So, to have this separate 
initiative - and quite frankly, the business, the funding community, the parent community in a lot of cases, are 
so frustrated in dealing with the district they don't want to deal with it anymore. They're dealing with a 
separate organization, they're getting excited about it - and by the way, they'll bring the district in - and the 
district will contract with this organization to provide some kind of service. 

What we're seeing, pretty much across the board, this challenge to the traditional district model and the way 
districts have always been run, may not be the way. They can't deal with their current challenges the way 
they're structured now. Not just in SF, in Boston, in Mobile, in Houston, in Seattle. We're all seeing the 
districts' inability to set those goals - and the need to have them help in setting the goals, through friends of 
organizations, intermediary organizations, or some outside organization to help them do that. The dynamic of 
the elected, political school board is a dynamic that you don't have with the opera, the ballet, the library.  

Language Barriers 

 It will be tough to get parents who work 3 jobs, parents from the Bayview, parents who don’t speak English.   
A lot of Asian parents come to meetings, but proportionally they are under-represented....But people don’t 
have a lot of time. 
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It should be very diverse, there should be translation, and I don’t know how we get people to feel comfortable.  
Interpretation is 70% at best.  

Having language services there, that’s one way that the school district can support dialogue. 

When you look at John Muir, the number of Spanish-speaking, mono-lingual children in them, the face of the 
schools…  When you look at the population growing in San Francisco…  Different than leadership in San 
Francisco… 

Unless you’re providing translation and doing it at certain times 

It’s got to be multilingual.  The voices of those cultures need to be heard because they have a very different 
understanding of the situation.  

  

Lack of confidence in effectiveness of dialogue  

In education we’re used to a revolving door.  They’ll be here for a few years and then they’re gone.  Why 
would I give of myself when people come and go and nothing changes?  Can I really trust it and will it really 
happen? 

Unless we have the will to transform neighborhoods, people won't have the courage to make decisions that 
people might not be happy with because it's safe not to stir the pot. 

Generally, as a kind of psychographic of people involved in public education, there’s a lot of cynicism, what 
has been tried in education reform, engagement. That’s another challenge – how to get people to step outside 
of the cynicism, what has been tried and hasn’t worked is helpful, but cynicism isn’t. 

I’m not interested in dialogue.  The people who are working to push the change are too busy doing it to 
dialogue.  Unless it’s dialogue that has money behind it and we have access to.  I don’t know if we need to get 
together to talk; we need to just keep doing the work. 

  

Lack of interest 

frankly, I think some of the people who have had kids in school, wash their hands of public education when 
their kids are grown because they’re burnt out. 

A lot of stuff is separated into sections… kids go to school, adults go to work, go home, spend time with your 
family.  

The dangers: the elites in this society never went to public schools.  

And there is such a massive footprint of private school; 33% of kids.  There’s a huge experience gap.  If you 
go to private schools, they don’t give a shit about public schools....  One of the greatest generations on earth 
had the most selfish generations on earth.  The largest group of voters no longer feel like they need good 
roads, good schools; they’re all about holding back investment versus making investment.  It’s too easy for 
people to say the schools are broken because you can’t fire bad teachers.  It’s all the union’s fault. 

 Part of me doesn’t see a lot of benefit to it because I think that the public isn’t the problem.  The 1% doesn’t 
pay taxes.  I see myself doing this job without any help or support.  I’m on my own.  It’s hard for me to think I 
need a bunch of nice people to help me. I need rich people to kick down some money to schools.  

The fact that people are just dismissing that as an option is very interesting. They don’t see it as, “These are 
our schools and what can I do to make it better?”   

If it’s simply conversation about the value of public schools and why people should care, that would be 
interesting and then you have a short period of time when people can take action. 

One thing you have to do is create urgency.  It’s complicated. Parents think it’s urgent, but so is the 
environment, unemployment, and health care. 
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Where the ownership is to be placed… there is a personal connection... The motivation for those without 
children will take a different approach.  How do we similarly frame these conversations with ideas like Friends 
of the Public Libraries… 

  

Conflicting political interests/ need buy-in 

You have to get buy-in from the School District and Board members. You can’t have everyone coming, but 
you have to have some way for people to participate.  Organized labor saved us because they know how to 
organize.  I really do think that we made a model that nobody else on the Peninsula knew how to do. 

You have to have teacher buy-in and, like you say, the union buy-in.  It has to be introduced as something 
everyone is working on together.  It can’t just be a superintendent thing.  The business community doesn’t 
think the schools know how to run themselves well, so if they lead it, the school district will react.  It’s got to be 
a good blending of people in a space where everyone can set aside the politics of it and the dynamics and 
work together.  There’s a lot of politics within the SFUSD itself and also within the city.  People just got to get 
real and say, “We’ve got to do this work or not.” 

There are a lot of different organizations that are in some ways connected to public education. The challenge 
is to make sure that all those people feel brought in. The other challenge is that all the non-profits, the school 
district – people are all operating in an urgent mentality, a constant barrage of demands, it’s challenging to get 
people’s attention, a reflective mind.  

A central piece of it is that everyone will be in the room with their organizations’ mission statements/intentions 
there and I think that we can get really lost in the politics between the organizations.  I wonder if it would be 
more beneficial for the convening to be more around, “What’s going on with our constituents,” not, “What’s our 
political understanding of the education system.”  

It’s going to be hard to navigate those who are already steeped. 

Very rarely do you see an intersection of schools and neighborhoods.  They are regional assets, not 
neighborhood/local assets.  They’re seen as invaders.  My neighborhood association has had big conflicts 
with the school around pick-up/drop off and noise.  It all got worked out, but it was interesting the way they 
looked at the school. 

I’ve always felt the education debate in CA has been completely misguided. There has been CTA demanding 
more $ from the state and work rules that completely protect the teachers. On other side of the ed debate, is 
business. The business community says no new taxes unless you reform. Other small pieces are 
administrators whose influences are not heard. And parents and related school communities, who are pushed 
aside. This war of the CTA and the business community is really a false choice – and the rest of us have to 
live with that debate.  

  

Ego 

That it becomes all political and fluff and it becomes about the individuals and not about the issue.  I don’t give 
a damn who gets credit for anything.  What I fear is that it gets driven by, “What do I get in return?  I’ll 
contribute, but what do I get from it?”... What I fear is that since everyone is trying to be so politically correct… 
[missed this…].  A lot of things get done here so people receive their own recognition instead of doing the 
work for the benefit of everyone. I don't want a solution where we have to create more CBOs or we have to go 
outside to fix it.  All the solutions are here; we need to get people's egos out of the way. 
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I think we have some deep fault lines: charter versus regular, neighborhood schools versus choice. My 
perception is that each of those has benefits.  There’s a tendency for people to go for all of one and none of 
the other. 

People come into power and it becomes more about them. 

Unfortunately not everyone has the same interest. Some people are really about working with children and 
helping children improve themselves. And some people are more interested about themselves and how they 
look instead of the work. 

Some of this work has to take place behind closed doors.  There’s going to be resistance.  Some things we 
want to see changed.  Sometimes community dialogue is helpful, and sometimes it’s paralyzing.  There are 
politicians behind closed doors who hate Prop H.  So it’s going to take a little bit of work to work with them.   

From what I hear from Todd, ego is before kids; people with big personalities.   

Politics and ego.  Some of the solution are not going to make people happy. Some will lose power and some 
will gain power.  They don’t want it to change. 

There are so many people that dig in their heels to protect their jobs and personal career. That’s some of the 
resistance that we’re going to see. 

  

Turf 

There’s a lot of fiefdom going on in this town and always has been.  And then there’s the fighting in between 
the administrators and teachers. 

One big problem is there are a lot of different organizations claiming a piece of this space.  There are people 
saying, “We’re the education people!”  But nobody rises to the top and holds it together.  It’s almost 
competitive. “No, my organization is going to be the first!”  We don’t know how to come together.  Whether it’s 
transformational leadership, or something else, the first thing is to come to consensus on where we need to 
go. 

I’m on the board of the Ed Fund.  It’s an organization that has tried to reinvent itself valiantly.  As board 
members, we are frustrated that there are 300 non-profits circling around this thing.  Maybe that’s normal. It 
might be human nature for people to  want to do their own thing. 

A lot of turf issues.  People are threatened.  We have to get beyond this, “It’s my sand box.  You can’t play in 
it.”  We’ve got to convene, network, understand the strengths and weaknesses 

Huge issues with turf issues with silly non-profits that can’t seem to get their shit together.  There’s a 
leadership vacuum....  There doesn’t seem to be a strong hand at the till in guiding the community’s 
relationship with our schools....  The great irony is that we have all these organizations supporting our 
schools, but the District doesn’t have enough money to produce an annual report.  I gave money to it because 
they called me, and yet we have these organizations whose mission is to support schools and they’re 
competing for funds with the District and each other. 

This is a city where we love to disagree with each other; this is a pretty level playing field with 60K kids. 

  

Race and social class 

This is a very hypocritical City.  There’s something divided about the city.  The rhetoric of people who consider 
themselves liberal champions who make decisions that make it so less equal… 
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I think this is a risk that should be addressed and overcome: There’s going to be power dynamics. While there 
are a lot of people doing this work, it’s actually a small group. People have relationships… The leaders of PPS 
are going to have more power than some of the parents from Coleman. There’s race dynamics and class 
dynamics.  The risk is not giving perspective and weight to each voice. People get really personal: “Why do 
they get a weighted student formula when my kid needs money to learn too.  There isn’t necessarily a 
common value and framework of, “We’re all trying to get here.”  There isn’t a bigger framework.  We’re seeing 
that around prop H: a lot of race and class dynamics.  But I think that should be addressed head on!  We 
shouldn’t shy away and avoid it.  The point of a civic dialogue is to address that. 

If we don’t have the voices of all groups, if it’s not inclusive, groups that have had a marginalized voice in this 
District, we risk the possibility of not having an equitable dialogue about it. 

It’s kind of like an Einstein, one of his sayings is, “You can’t do the same stuff over and over and expect a 
different outcome.”  My fear is we have a broken community to resolve these issues.  The issues are socio-
economic.  There’s a reason for it. It's socioeconomic. The poorest neighborhoods and the poorest kids.  
Schools are a reflection of the society they serve.  You have messed up schools, you have messed up 
neighborhoods. 

And people who are most affected by public schools are not heard. Bring those marginalized populations, 
bring their voices in.  

When you look at John Muir, the number of Spanish-speaking, mono-lingual children in them, the face of the 
schools…  When you look at the population growing in San Francisco…  Different than leadership in San 
Francisco… 

How do we make public education be something that’s considered an asset; that is more a right than a 
privilege?  I think we can do it here.  In SF there’s this whole component of a world class city, but for us to 
have to apologize for our schools…. They aren’t good enough.  We pat ourselves on the back because we 
have the highest performing school district.  One guy I talked with said, “We’re riding the Chinese gravy train 
in the outer sunset and we have the highest achievement gap.”  We still have Samoans, Blacks and Latinos 
who are going nowhere.  I get why we do it, to protect… 

Parents say, “I want diversity,” but everything trumped diversity.  “I want diversity, but not if it’s not in a certain 
neighborhood.”  “I want diversity, but not if… etc.  By the time I got off the Board, I said, “The city really 
doesn’t want diversity.”  We have to pool all the resources into the schools with the most diversity. 

Class clash. The danger is - there is a loyalty that folks like me have. We're not giving up SF. I’m the parent 
who fights every year for intra-district transfer. I'll be damned if I put all this work in for my child not to benefit.  
On the flip side, so does the upper elite, the upper class, the middle class. They feel like, you can't afford 
here, therefore you should move, you're gone. In the civic dialogue, it’s hard to get that piece and respect that 
piece. Nobody in this community is asking for anything they don't have a right to here. We helped build this 
city, to make it a name to be nationally known. To kick them out of schools, that their parents and 
grandparents helped physically build. Can’t do that, it’s not equitable. That piece, when it comes up, causes it 
to be a standstill. People hit a wall, don't know what to do with this. ...It’s hard to have racism in 
conversations. There's race-phobia, phobia of talking about race. 

Lack of knowledge/misinformation about what goes on in the schools 
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One of the challenges might be that people actually don’t know what really happens inside a school and 
sometimes people are making decisions that are well-intentioned but that aren’t a good fit for a school.  I want 
to make sure that people involved have the same information, so they know what it is their speaking of.  

My focus here at Bay Area Council has been trying to convince the business community. I don’t feel like I’ve 
convinced anyone. People come with their ideas set.  People just think they already know.  They’ve already 
decided what education is about and what can be done. People think they know more than they actually do. If 
you’re dealing with parents, that’s a whole other thing. People who don’t have kids in schools think they 
already know. 

When we talked about the need for the Permanent Campaign we needed a better image for the schools (we 
had declining enrollment at the time) and we needed to pass the 2008 parcel tax.  

They'll collect data on certain things that make them look good. I have to get through all kinds of hurdles to 
get data on showing things around lack of quality or inequity. 

There are always stories about what isn’t working.  As I’ve gotten to know it better, through being on the 
Board of Ed for 3 years, I have a much better sense of what we’re trying to accomplish, why it’s so hard, and 
what is happening.  We have a disconnect of getting the story out.  It’s hard to pay attention to the details of 
how and why things happen or don’t and there isn’t a good way to get that information out so people can 
engage in it. 

My focus here has been trying to convince the business community. I don’t feel like I’ve convinced anyone. 
People come with their ideas set.  People just think they already know.  They’ve already decided what 
education is about and wha 

I’m working on renovating parks—lots of money.  People are giving me money, but they’re not giving it to Rec 
and Park; they’re giving it to us to change the public perspective about the parks.  “ 

I am often surprised at how little the rest of the world knows and understands about public education. 

We all support public education.  Duh.  But how many of us know anything about our schools and our kids?  
We have half a billion dollars a year with 50,000 kids—and we can’t figure out how to educate our kids.  We 
could give every family [a share of that money]…I think the conversation would be good if we have a real 
conversation.  We can do better.  We are failing as a nation in education.  It’s no more of these exotic  plans...   

  

Mistrust of SFUSD 

Many people who move here don’t trust the public school system. It’s byzantine enrollment because of core 
mandates.  It has culminated in a system that’s really hard to penetrate.  That gives core middle class people 
who want to enroll in public schools a mistrust.   

“I don’t feel like I can trust the school district” those are the narratives that I hear: “how the school district has 
ruined our lives.” 

  

Role of the Media 

Then the question of how media comes in, what are the products that are being put out for public 
consumption? 

I think getting the media to just cover something positive about the schools. Whenever there’s a positive 
school related article in the paper, I try to send a quick email to say thank you 

The press hasn’t been interested because they don’t have kids. 

 


