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Introduction 

“How can we make this the best for all of our kids?  
The charter schools are not going to go away, and the public schools are not going to go away. 
So, let's figure out how we make this all work for the betterment of our children.” 
—Business Community Leader 

Educators, families and community members across Los Angeles care deeply about the City’s 
students and the education that students receive.  Despite this common concern for the 
welfare of students, division permeates the City.  In particular, there is a clear divide between 
charter schools and the district’s traditional public schools, a divide that does little to serve the 
students of Los Angeles. 

Drawing on the experiences and perspectives of a broad range of education stakeholders in Los 
Angeles, this study describes the City’s current education landscape, as well as possibilities for 
the future.  In doing so, this study explores differing views of the purpose and impact of charter 
schools, problems of charter and district coexistence, possibilities for forging a collaborative 
shared education system, and ideas about how to move forward.  Our study design is based on 
the premise that by understanding how various Angelenos from different sectors frame the 
present issues, we can begin an open conversation about the future and how to make 
education in Los Angeles “the best for all of our kids.” 

Study Design 

A planning team comprised of members from UNITE-LA (an affiliate of the Los Angeles Area 
Chamber of Commerce), UCLA, In the Public Interest, the Advancement Project and the 
Learning Policy Institute identified potential participants who then received an email from the  

President of UNITE-LA/Executive Vice President of the Los Angeles Area Chamber requesting 
their anonymous participation in the study.  In an effort to balance the representation from 
different sectors, two additional rounds of requests were made.  Of the 31 invited respondents, 
22 agreed to participate, yielding a response rate of 71 percent. All who indicated interest in 
the study were interviewed.  The 22 participants represent the following sectors: charter 
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schools and charter associations (9), community organizations/advocacy organizations (5), 
foundations/philanthropic organizations (4), business (2) and labor (2). Participants from Los 
Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) are deliberately not included because the purpose of 
the study is to inform LAUSD; therefore, we do not need to tell LAUSD what they already know 
or believe. 

Interviews were conducted by an independent researcher from UCLA. Interviews occurred over 
the phone and lasted approximately 30 minutes.  Interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed.  All interviews were confidential; that is, only the UCLA researcher knows the 
identity of each participant and each participant remains anonymous in this report.  Interviews 
followed a semi-structured protocol, allowing the interviewer to ask a standardized set of 
questions but also to explore other topics as they arose.  Questions explored the following 
topics: current and ideal roles of charter schools and their relationship to LAUSD and district 
schools, anticipated challenges in moving from the current to the ideal, benefits of the ideal, 
areas for collaboration, resources and support needed to move from the current to the ideal, 
accountability measures that would support the ideal and the extent to which Los Angeles 
possesses the will and capacity to move toward a collaborative education system.  Using 
Dedoose, a qualitative software analysis program, the UCLA researcher coded all interview 
data.  Based on an initial analysis, the UCLA researcher developed a framework for the findings 
and sought input from members of the planning team.  This report has been reviewed by 
members of the planning team. 

Different Views of the Purpose of Charter Schools and Their Impact in Los Angeles 

Participants hold very different views regarding the purpose and role of charter schools in Los 
Angeles, which result in various perceptions of the impact of charter schools on the education 
system more broadly.  All participants agree that charters create choice, but they disagree 
about the purpose of choice.  In addition, some stakeholders believe that charters are 
innovative and collaborative, while others believe that charters are jeopardizing the public 
education system through privatization.  These differing views are not easily reconcilable, and 
those holding each perspective are suspicious of the others.  Each side has the power to 
damage the other, but neither has the power to construct a workable system on its own. 

Choice 

Although all participants agree that charter schools create choice for students and families, 
they disagree on the purpose of choice.  Choice is understood as: 1) a principle of freedom; 2) a 
strategy for providing alternatives to individual students in low-performing schools; or 3) a 
structural mechanism for system-wide improvement through competition.   

A principle of freedom. Half of the 22 participants, including representatives from all sectors 
except labor, view choice as a principle of freedom.  They see charters as fulfilling the “right” to 
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choice, especially for low-income families who would otherwise have no choice.  A charter 
leader explains, “It's giving back to parents the right to choose where they send their kids to 
school.”  As a result of the expansion of choice through charters, the district has also expanded 
other choice offerings, ramping up magnet schools and continuing to support pilot schools.  

A strategy for providing alternatives to individual students in low-performing schools. In 
addition, almost half of participants, representing all sectors except labor, view the purpose of 
choice as providing an alternative to district schools that are not meeting students’ needs.  
Those who hold this perspective see charters as targeting students who have been left behind, 
often low-income students of color.  A community organization leader describes, “In South Los 
Angeles, charter schools have helped to address the concerns of a lot of parents of color, 
especially African American parents and Latino parents more recently, who were greatly 
concerned that their home schools were not meeting the academic needs of their students and 
were not providing them with a rigorous curriculum that can prepare them for college.”  In 
addition, some participants view charters as attracting middle-class families who might have 
otherwise left LAUSD altogether.  

A structural mechanism for system-wide improvement through competition. Finally, a handful 
of participants hold the perspective that charters create competition that drives improvement 
in the system as a whole.  The leader of a charter association explains, “Through a mix of 
collaboration as well as constructive competition, [charters] encourage the traditional public 
schools to improve as well, so that all kids in Los Angeles and all kids everywhere are better 
served than they have been in the past.”  However, there is debate among participants about 
the degree of success of charters in terms of their own academic achievement outcomes, with 
those from the charter sector largely claiming their role as “proof points” versus those outside 
the charter sector noting the varied achievement among charters and their failure to meet the 
needs of all subgroups of students, especially special education students.  Moreover, there is no 
consensus about the extent to which charters have actually been a catalyst for improvement in 
the rest of the district’s schools. While this competition is framed by the charter 
representatives as being beneficial for the district, those from the foundation and labor sectors 
frame it as creating an environment that results in charters creaming the highest achieving and 
lowest need students.  

Innovation and Collaboration 

In addition to providing choice, one-third of participants, who represent all sectors except for 
business, believe that charters are intended to develop innovative educational models to 
benefit all schools in the system.  However, there is a lack of consensus on whether this role is 
being fulfilled.  

Developing and implementing innovations. Interviewees from the charter sector and one 
community organization contend that charters are innovating.  A charter leader describes, “The 
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original intent of the charter schools was to innovate and that does happen.”  However, 
participants from other sectors do not believe that to be the case.  A labor leader reflects, 
“They were intended to be innovators, but they have quickly not become that. In fact, what you 
see is this proliferation of corporate charter schools, which are often times the opposite of 
innovation.  They have a template.  They have a command-and-control model that in many 
ways is even more strict than what people complain about in terms of governmental entities.” 

Sharing best practices, quietly, across some schools. Half of the 22 participants, including 
representatives from all sectors except business (which had only two participants), highlight the 
sharing of innovative ideas as one of the intended purposes of charter schools.  Once again, 
perceptions diverge about whether or not charters are fulfilling this role.  A small number of 
participants representing two charters and one community organization believe sharing across 
schools does occur.  However, since such collaboration is generally perceived as being 
discouraged, individual schools do it quietly.  Charter representatives explain that sharing of 
best practices occurs among schools within the charter sector more than between charters and 
district schools because charters perceive district schools as being unwilling to collaborate with 
them.  Conversely, a larger group of interviewees representing two charters, four foundations, 
and two labor groups describe this as an unfulfilled purpose.  A foundation leader explains, “We 
were hoping that there would be a diffusion of learning and best practices from charter schools 
to the regular public school system.  Quite frankly, we have not seen that.” 

Privatizing and Jeopardizing Public Education as a Civic Institution 

A third and final lens through which some stakeholders view charter schools is that of 
jeopardizing public education through privatization.  Five participants, including representatives 
from labor and community organizations, share this perspective. A labor group leader states,  

“There's a lot of misconception out there that [our labor union] is anti-charter school. We're 
not.  We proudly represent charter educators.”  However, the participant goes on to explain 
that “one of the impacts that we're deeply concerned about leads to the whole question about 
as a civic institution, is LAUSD, and more broadly public education, going to survive?  We're 
concerned about the trajectory that the civic institution of public education has followed in 
places like New Orleans, Detroit, New Jersey and Minneapolis.  We're deeply concerned about 
that.”  Clarifying the group’s position as one that is not anti-charter, this Angeleno is 
nonetheless concerned about the potential of charters to jeopardize public education as a civic 
institution. 

Different Views of the Problem of Charter and District Coexistence 

Perceptions of How Charters and LAUSD Currently Coexist 

Every single participant in the study describes a negative relationship that currently prevails 
between charters and LAUSD.  It is important to note that the respondents do not include 
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anyone from LAUSD.  Participants refer to the dynamic in the following ways: strained, poor, 
contentious, angry, hostile, antagonistic, poisonous, acrimonious, bitter, demonizing, not in 
partnership, pointing fingers, tribal war, battle, bloodshed, jealous, animosity, fighting, 
polarization, combat mentality, discord, lack of trust and frustration.  A charter school leader 
says, “I would describe it as all-out warfare. It is a pitched battle for sometimes who can use the 
most hyperbole about [how] one side is causing the downfall of public education or the other.” 
There is complete consensus that the current relationship between charters and the district is 
destructive.  However, three participants make a distinction between individual relationships, 
which are often positive, and the system-level dynamic, which is anything but positive. 

Further, one-third of participants, including stakeholders from across all sectors, highlight the 
competitive coexistence of charters and the district as a zero-sum game, which according to a 
charter CEO creates “an ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ environment.” 

Framing the Prevailing Problem of Charter and District Coexistence 

When stakeholders attempt to identify factors that have contributed to or caused this negative 
environment, the most common explanation is political competition between labor groups and 
charter associations, followed by structural issues, the role of LAUSD, the role of charter 
organizations and the focus on adults rather than students. 

Political competition. More than half of the key education stakeholders in this study, including 
representatives from all sectors, cite political competition, primarily between labor groups and 
charter associations, as driving the problems between charters and the district.  A business 
community leader explains, “The challenges are sort of the positions that everyone has staked 
out.  The labor unions have staked out the position that charter schools are bad, and they're 
stealing money from the public schools.  The people who run labor unions use that attitude to 
stoke up the anger, and the anxiety, and the action of their members.  The charter school 
proponents often use kind of a different anger, an anger at the quality of the public schools, an 
anger at how they've been treated by the school board, to raise money and to stir up the 
emotions of their base. … Everybody's playing to their political and financial base.”  Participants 
from across all sectors acknowledge the highly politicized nature of the school board in which 
charter and labor groups provide financial support for school board races, and board members 
adhere to either strong pro- or anti-charter stances.  

Recognizing the difficulty inherent in penetrating these politics, several participants implore 
United Teachers of Los Angeles, California Teachers Association and California Charter Schools 
Association to reduce their political pressure.  A charter administrator acknowledges the role 
that all of these groups, and others including the media and universities, play in fueling the 
politics that have created the negative environment.  She suggests, “Instead of them driving the 
politics or driving all the top-down regulations—infiltrated by huge, huge union politics, 
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Sacramento charter politics, Democratic, Republican, all of them, even the media … even 
universities that are at times perceived as biased—honestly, just back off!” 

Structural issues. Participants from across all sectors believe that structural issues contribute to 
the negative coexistence of charters and LAUSD.  They identify several issues that fuel the 
problems, including enrollment, funding and facilities.  

Enrollment. Nearly two-thirds of participants, including representatives from all sectors, 
highlight concerns with enrollment as a primary mechanism that drives the current problem.  

While all of these stakeholders believe LAUSD is displeased with the increasing enrollment in 
the charter sector as its own enrollment declines, some believe this is healthy competition, 
while others fear a growing take-over of the public education system in Los Angeles (related to 
their views on the purpose of charters in Los Angeles as described above).  For example, a labor 
leader describes, “They're [charter schools are] focused on replication and growth.  You can see 
that statement from the charter school lobby.  Just the intense focus on growth and market 
share is of concern to us rather than the original mission of innovation and then bringing those 
practices back to the school district.” 

In addition to conflict stemming from enrollment numbers, several participants express the 
need for a unified enrollment system, explaining that the current lack of information and 
separate enrollment processes result in inequities.  They contend that by creating a unified 
enrollment system, parents would have access to more information and would be aware of all 
the choices, making the enrollment process itself more equitable. 

Funding. Directly related to enrollment is concern over funding.  Ten participants, including 
representatives from all sectors, attribute the negative dynamic to funding concerns.  A labor 
group leader asserts, “One of the major issues underlying all of this is that there's this mad 
scramble, frankly, for a half-empty pot of money.” Several participants reference the May 2016 
report commissioned by United Teachers Los Angeles, “Fiscal Impact of Charter Schools on 
LAUSD,” and a community organization leader explains, “Our community members have looked 
at that and are tremendously concerned about the continued growth of charters stripping away 
the financial ability of the rest of the system, of the LAUSD traditional schools, to adequately 
provide education for all the rest.”  In addition to the district’s financial troubles, other 
participants highlight the inequitable access to resources between charters and district schools 
based on the large philanthropic investments in charters, which participants contend is often 
overlooked but makes a significant difference. 

Facilities. Alongside enrollment and funding, a foundation leader explains that “space is always 
another wedge that prevents folks from talking to one another.”  The 11 participants who 
emphasize facilities concerns represent all sectors.  They discuss the requirements of the 
district to provide space to charters through Proposition 39.  From the charter perspective, 
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charters are “scrambling” for space, but according to a labor group leader, co-locations that 
sometimes result because of Prop 39 can damage district schools.  The labor representative 
provides an example of a district school that would like to consider adopting a community 
school model: “Some of our schools that are looking at a community schools model, some of 
our public schools, are afraid to do that.  They're afraid to open a parent center because they're 
afraid then that a charter school is going to come in and say, ‘We want that space under Prop 
39.’  I think there needs to be that level of collaboration so that our public schools aren't afraid 
to open these spaces, aren't afraid that will make them vulnerable to co-location.  There needs 
to be more funding directed towards these needs.”  Frustration with facilities is palpable from 
both sides. 

Role of LAUSD. According to eight participants, including representatives from all sectors 
except business (which included only two participants), three key aspects of the way in which 
LAUSD functions contributes to the problems of coexistence between charters and the district.  
First, there is too much focus on authorizing and compliance issues and not enough focus on 
supporting teaching and learning.  Second, the large scale of LAUSD is a problem and more site-
based decision-making would be preferable.  Third, participants suggest a variety of school 
models that could be beneficial in Los Angeles, particularly community schools. 

Focus on teaching and learning instead of authorizing and compliance. Rather than what 
participants perceive to be too great a focus on authorizing and compliance issues, participants 
generally believe the district should focus on teaching and learning.  For example, a charter 
leader explains, “Some charter schools feel like the district is going far beyond the intent of 
oversight laws and regulations to make life difficult for charter schools and charter school 
families and staff.”  Instead, a community organization leader implores, “The district has to 
focus on what they're in charge of, the traditional public schools and improving the quality of 
teaching. …The school district has more to do to support teachers, to improve teaching and the 
experience that students have with rigor, intervention, and being challenged. …There's the 
issue also of increasing achievement in the classroom, and they really have to focus on that and 
look at what strategies are needed to raise that.”  Some interviewees suggest that there should 
be an independent authorizer, not LAUSD, which they believe would result in a more “fair” 
authorizing process.  However, others argue that loopholes in the authorizing process should be 
resolved such that if LAUSD has authorizing authority, charter schools should not be able to go 
to the County or State to have their charter granted.  Participants also suggest that an 
independent party should be responsible for charter facilities. 

Enhance site-based decision-making. Several participants describe the size of LAUSD as being 
problematic, stating that it is too big and needs restructuring.  A community organization leader 
emphasizes the need for site-based decision-making and greater autonomy for all school 
models, not just charters.  
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Explore models, especially community schools. Finally, participants suggest that LAUSD 
explore a variety of school models.  Several participants, including representatives from 
charters, community organizations, foundations and labor, highlight community schools as a 
promising approach.  A community organization leader proposes, “We should try to sit down 
and figure out how to have a system-wide approach that draws on the best models, which I 
think is probably a community schools approach.”  Other models suggested by participants 
include magnet schools, pilot schools, a cluster model, a portfolio approach and small schools.  
Regardless of model, a labor leader discusses the need for racial integration and a foundation 
leader highlights the need for socioeconomic integration.  Other participants raise the 
importance of a focus on early childhood education as well as career and technical education. 

Role of charter organizations. A few participants, including representatives from the charter, 
foundation and labor sectors, discuss the ways in which charter management organizations 
(CMOs) and education management organizations (EMOs) impact the problems of coexistence.  
Interviewees describe the need for CMOs and EMOs to provide stricter oversight and hold 
charters accountable.  A labor group leader explains, “One of the challenges is the lack of 
accountability and the lack of oversight. …Many of these structures that are currently in place—
EMOs and CMOs—were never contemplated in the original Charter Schools Act.  I think that 
there has been an end run around even some of the accountability processes that have been 
set up so that chain charter school operators, large operators, function largely outside the 
purview of public control even though they're funded by public money.” 

Focus on adults. Finally, nearly one-third of participants, including representatives from all 
sectors except labor, underscore the need to do what is right for students rather than the 
current focus, which they believe is on adults.  A business community leader plainly states, “The 
problem is there's an absence of focus on the students.” Concurring, a community organization 
leader emphasizes, “There isn't a discussion about, "How do we center the discussion on 
children?’” 

Benefits of Addressing the Problem 

Participants overwhelmingly believe that transforming these dynamics will reap benefits for 
students.  They also articulate ways in which parents, teachers, school leaders and LAUSD as a 
whole would benefit, but the primary focus is on the students.  

Students. A business group leader conveys the sentiment of many participants, saying, “If we 
don't find a way to build bridges between the charter schools and the public schools, we are 
just going to be fighting forever, and the kids lose.”  Participants explain how collaboration and 
better relationships would ultimately benefit all students in Los Angeles, but especially low-
income students and students attending struggling schools.  A labor group leader highlights the 
more than 80 percent of students who are either poor, English learners (ELs) or foster youth 
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who would likely benefit the most from improving the current situation.  Participants agree that 
addressing these problems would be beneficial for both charter and district school students.  

Parents. Participants also acknowledge how changes to the problems described above would 
be beneficial to parents by creating greater transparency and enhancing parents’ access to 
information so they are able to make better informed choices.  A foundation leader explains, 
“It's a matter of equity.  That is, we certainly would love to see a unified enrollment system 
because the rules are really different here.  Parents have to play by very different sets of rules 
in charter schools, to pilot schools, to magnet schools, to regular LAUSD schools.  It is very, very 
confusing, and it does not add up to a level playing field.” 

Teachers, school leaders, and LAUSD as a whole. To a lesser extent, participants acknowledge 
the benefits that would accrue to teachers and school leaders as well as LAUSD as a whole.  
Through collaboration and sharing of best practices, teachers could develop their practice.  
Shared systems might also help district schools and charters with teacher recruitment, a 
particularly important consideration given the teacher shortage.  Finally, by addressing some of 
these issues, LAUSD could focus more on teaching, learning, and student outcomes rather than 
on authorizing and compliance issues. 

Forging a Collaborative Shared System 

Learning Together 

Participants eagerly describe a multitude of ways in which charters and LAUSD could 
collaborate to benefit students.  Some aspects of a collaborative shared system rely on 
collaboration at the school level while others involve district-level efforts.  Of the 22 total 
participants, one participant, while not wholly opposed to collaboration, cautioned against 
over-reliance on collaborative strategies. 

Collaboration at the school level. Participants envision collaborative efforts at the school level 
that would include shared learning around best practices, student services, programmatic 
offerings and facilities. Two participants argue that school-level collaboration is not the correct 
leverage point. 

Best practices. Nearly all, 19 of the 22 participants, describe scenarios in which charters and 
district schools could develop shared learning around best practices, often emphasizing that the 
sharing and learning would go in both directions between charters and district schools.  

Participants identify the following practices around which shared learning could be developed: 
recruiting teachers and professional development, selecting leaders and leadership 
development, data sharing and professional learning communities, curriculum and instruction, 
parent engagement, operations, fundraising, school design (especially middle schools), quality, 
special education and ELs. 
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Student services. Six participants, including representatives from the charter, foundation and 
labor sectors, also identify several student support services that could benefit from 
collaborative efforts.  Again, collaborating to provide services for special education students is 
key.  Participants also discuss the potential for collaboration around mental health services.  For 
example, a charter school administrator describes, “We end up with a lot of money in this 
neighborhood … because we are 100 percent Title I, EL, homeless or foster youth.  And there’s 
no reason why we can’t all come together because we're talking about the same neighborhood, 
and a lot of times the same kids as they move to middle school, high school. …Everybody chip in 
to a pool to get a mental health person, to get an MSW. None of us can afford our own one, 
right?”  Participants describe similar approaches to collaboration to provide health services as 
well as community and social services.  

In addition, several participants across multiple sectors underscore the need to provide services 
to ensure students’ and families’ physical and emotional safety.  They describe the need to 
collaborate around establishing schools as safe spaces and promoting messages of unity, 
especially regarding immigration and ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement).  A charter 
organization leader explains the need to engage with ideas about “how our schools can 
continue to be safe spaces, civic spaces, open spaces where families can feel like not only are 
their children being well served educationally speaking, but feeling like they're public 
institutions in their neighborhoods that will watch out for [their children] and protect them.”  
One participant describes the “Safe Zone Resolution” as a missed opportunity and hopes that 
future efforts to establish safe spaces will be more collaborative.  

A labor group leader discusses the need for collaboration around immigration: “Two parents of 
charter school students were picked up by ICE either right after they had dropped off their kids 
or as they were about to drop off their kids.  LAUSD has declared itself a sanctuary district, and 
there needs to be a real discussion about what that means when there are 221 charter schools 
in the bounds of LAUSD.  Does that mean that charter schools are part of the sanctuary?  What 
does that mean in terms of ICE agents on campus and about community mobilization when 
there's a deliberate campaign to create so much fear that people are afraid to access basic 
services like education and healthcare? …Collaboration is necessary because these are all our 
students. Our students are immigrants, [and] ... they're at charter schools or at public schools.”  
Similarly, a charter leader states, “There are messages that we can all align around where we 
are at least providing a minimal amount of reassurance to people who are living in fear right 
now. I think that we can do that from the very unique places that we all come from and the 
service areas that we cover.” 

Programmatic offerings. Alongside support services for students, interviewees suggest that 
schools could also collaborate on programmatic offerings for students.  Three participants, 
including representatives from charters and one foundation, describe possibilities for 
collaborative course offerings, particularly advanced placement courses and electives, as well 
as extracurricular activities and after-school programs. 
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Facilities. Although many interviewees identified facilities issues as a mechanism contributing 
to the current problems of charter and district coexistence, others identified facilities as an area 
in which collaboration could result in beneficial opportunities.  Five participants, including 
representatives from the charter and philanthropic sectors, envision school-level collaboration 
around facilities. Some suggest the strategic use of facilities as an area of collaboration and 
others suggest that in the case of co-locations, perhaps students could intermingle, creating 
collaborative opportunities for students through shared facilities. 

Collaboration at the district level. While nearly all the participants describe multiple 
possibilities for school-level collaboration, two participants from community organizations 
argue that school-level collaboration, particularly the idea of sharing best practices among 
schools, is not the correct leverage point.  Rather, they suggest that district-level efforts would 
be more effective and might include a unified enrollment platform, joint lobbying and 
legislative efforts at the state level, as well as equitable funding and resource allocation.  

Unified enrollment platform. Five participants, including stakeholders from the charter, 
philanthropic and community sectors, describe the potential of collaboration to develop a 
unified enrollment platform.  A charter organization leader describes, “One of the things that 
could be done is just look at the needs of parents, the need that they have for information and 
easy access.  Move, for example, toward a unified enrollment platform where parents, who 
know their students best, can have access to a single-stop enrollment platform and process that 
matches their students to the top three or four choices … [The process would be] structured in 
the way that would work best for their children and [parents would] be able to just submit a 
single application and put their names into a lottery, if you will, or the choice process through 
LA Unified.”  Participants emphasize how collaboration in this area would make the enrollment 
process more equitable and accessible. 

Joint lobbying and legislative efforts. A handful of labor and charter representatives identify 
state-level lobbying and legislative efforts that could be enhanced through collaboration.  A 
charter CEO shares an example in which collaborative lobbying efforts could be beneficial: “We 
could collaborate on some policy, … for example, the way California treats special ed.  We get 
the same funding whether we have one child or 25 percent, whether we have low severity or 
high severity, and yet the cost structure in special ed is quite different depending on the 
number of children, the severity of the needs, but that's not how the funding model works.”  By 
presenting a united front, this district-level effort could have greater impact on legislative work 
at the state level. 

Equitable funding and resource allocation. Finally, three participants, including representatives 
from the labor, charter and philanthropic sectors, identify funding and resource allocation 
through the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), as areas in which district-level efforts 
involving charters could be beneficial.  A charter administrator suggests that charters and 
LAUSD “share those resources already existing.  If we cannot share it, we can at least put a 
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proposal together.  We can beg together.  We can lobby together.  We can get the Broad 
money together.  We can get the federal money together.”  Other participants describe 
additional ways in which collaborative efforts around funding could create greater equity. 

A word of caution. Despite the broad support for collaborative efforts at the school and district 
levels, one foundation leader offers a caution about jumping into collaboration: “Collaboration 
is hard work, really time-consuming, and isn't always the solution. … It better be the only 
hammer for that nail. … Every time we do it, it's just very hard to walk that talk. … Let's only do 
it when it's so evident, it’s common sense, it's so clear, this is the only way to accomplish the 
goal.  That's when we should be collaborating.  Not because it's window dressing on the set and 
makes us all feel better, and that's the danger.” 

Fostering Shared Accountability 

One important aspect of a collaborative shared system is a shared accountability system. 
Participants generated myriad ideas regarding what such a system would entail, ranging from 
general accountability issues, to dimensions to measure, a common and accessible data 
platform and action to pursue based on accountability data. 

Accountability issues. On the topic of a shared accountability system, participants articulate 
the need for a shared accountability system in which charter schools and district schools 
publicly report the same accountability measures.  They also call for greater transparency, a 
clear definition of “sound educational program,” support to accompany higher expectations 
and internal accountability. 
 

Public reporting of uniform standards. Although their beliefs about which schools have more 
rigorous accountability standards at present vary, participants agree that the same 
accountability measures are needed for charters and district schools.  A foundation leader 
urges that there be “uniformity, so that both systems are actually using the same accountability 
measures. ... That's what's needed more than ever, more than anything.”  

From the charter perspective, charters are required to meet a host of accountability measures 
that district schools are not, and charter representatives suspect district schools could not meet 
the same standards.  A charter leader explains, “There is a perception out there that charter 
schools are not regulated, and while we do have exemptions from some laws, we have to do all 
the same reporting that traditional public schools do.  Then on top of it, we have this annual 
review, and this more intensive dive every five years to justify our existence.  If there was a 
level playing field for everyone, I think that would help.”  

On the other hand, some participants describe other ways in which charters and CMOs should 
be, but currently are not, consistently held to the same accountability and transparency 
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standards as district schools.  They cite several examples, including being subject to the Brown 
Act, Government Code 1090 and the Public Records Act.  

Clarification of “sound educational program.”  As referenced in the above quote, charters are 
reviewed every five years as part of their renewal process.  While charter representatives 
generally argue that this process is overly burdensome and district schools would not be able to 
fulfill the same requirements were they required to do so, other participants focus on the need 
for uniformity around this process.  Rather than personal and political factors governing 
whether a charter is renewed, a labor group leader declares the need for the district to clearly 
define the parameters of a “sound educational program” so that the definition can be 
consistently applied to charters during the reauthorization and renewal process. 

Equitable resources and support. Participants acknowledge that while accountability and high 
expectations are important, support to meet those expectations is also essential.  A foundation 
leader emphasizes the need for “equitable inputs,” such as funding and facilities. 

Internal accountability. Finally, in addition to having a shared accountability system that would 
apply to the entire system, a couple of participants emphasize the need for internal 
accountability so that schools take responsibility for being accountable to themselves. A charter 
administrator asserts, “There must be internal accountability among all these schools and 
within each school.  The internal accountability has to say, … here are the stakeholders.  Do 
teachers know what the expectations are?  Do kids know what the expectations are?  Every 
week, every day.  Do administrators know?  Do parents know?  All these four groups must 
know, in any given day, what school is about, and what they're supposed to be learning.” 

Dimensions to measure. Participants across all sectors believe a shared accountability system 
should measure academic and non-academic student outcomes, school climate and adult 
behavior.   

Student outcomes. In measuring students’ academic performance, participants identify the 
need for the following metrics: growth and proficiency, relative and absolute performance, 
standardized testing, attendance, retention and graduation.  Several participants also 
underscore the need for collective responsibility for students’ overall success, not limited to the 
time when students are enrolled at one’s own school.  For example, a charter school 
administrator explains, “We have to look at the kids' long-range life. It shouldn't be, you're 
elementary, you look at the elementary goals.  You're high school, you look at high school A-G.  
No.  You have to look at all of them, from pre-K through high school through college.”  In 
addition to academic measures of success, participants desire a shared accountability system to 
assess non-academic student outcomes, including character, cultural proficiency, 
socioemotional learning and empathy.  
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School climate. Holding schools across the system accountable for school climate is important 
to many participants as well. In this domain, participants describe the need to assess the extent 
to which students feel safe and experience a sense of belonging, measures that are assessed on 
the School Experience Survey.  Participants from outside the charter sector raise the issue of 
measuring exclusionary practices, such as barring students from enrollment or removing 
existing students through suspensions and expulsions rather than adopting restorative justice 
practices, contending that charters have “skirted” these issues.  Non-charter participants assert 
that charters do not enroll the same student populations as do district schools and emphasize 
the need for holding all schools accountable for admitting and providing services for all 
students, particularly students with disabilities and ELs. 

Adult behavior. Finally, participants acknowledge the need for measuring the behavior of 
teachers and leaders, not just students.  A business community leader states the need for 
“accountability of behavior, not accountability of results in our schools.”  According to a 
community organization leader, this would require a “tool that pushes us to think differently 
about our work.”  

A common and accessible data platform. Alongside the question of the components of a 
shared accountability system, three participants, including representatives from charters and 
community organizations, also point out the importance of a common and broadly accessible 
data platform that enables comparison across all publicly funded schools in the region.  
Representing a shared perspective of many participants, a charter leader says that 
accountability measures should be “more transparent and easier for parents to understand.”  A 
community organization leader suggests that because LAUSD authorizes the charters, the 
district should also take some responsibility for their outcomes.  That is, “the State should 
include charters that have been authorized by the district in an evaluation of the district 
because right now the State accountability systems don't really incentivize districts to own the 
success of charters. … The adversarial tenor of the relationship of district and charters is 
something that has to shift for us to get the maximum impact.  One way to shift that is to let 
the district own the success of charters, which they don't currently do.”  

Action based on accountability data. In addition to developing shared accountability metrics 
for the system, six participants, including representatives from charters and community 
organizations, describe another key aspect of a shared accountability system as taking action 
with teachers and schools based upon the results of those metrics.  Participants suggest that a 
strategy for school closure or “radical change” is needed.  A charter CEO says, “I feel like there's 
a fair amount of accountability in the sense of measurement, but the question is, … [after] 
we've done the measuring, now what happens?  Are we making hard choices if the school is not 
measuring up to that level?  Accountability isn't just the measurement side, but it's actually 
making changes and being willing to make difficult decisions based on the data that we find. I  
think that's where things really break down.”  In addition to action related to schools, a 
community organization leader suggests that teacher-related action is sometimes needed: 
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“There needs to be better systems than we have currently of teacher evaluation … to identify 
teachers that aren't doing well and to move them out.” 

Moving Forward 

Challenges 

Participants anticipate several challenges to forging a collaborative system, including the 
continued growth of the charter sector and consequent erosion of and instability in district 
enrollment as well as ongoing facilities conflicts on both shared and discrete campuses.  

The need for sustained leadership and vision is also a challenge.  Participants underscore the 
need for leadership at the district level and are optimistic about Superintendent Michelle King’s 
stance toward facilitating collaboration.  However, the historical lack of stability in district 
leadership is a concern that participants believe could be detrimental to this process.  

In addition, political infighting among powerful bodies jockeying for position and influence—
district leadership, the school board, labor unions, the California Charter Schools Association, 
rival CMOs, Great Public Schools Now, other philanthropists and political funders and many 
more—creates barriers that would need to be overcome.  Pleading with these groups to “back 
off,” many participants believe that without a commitment from these groups to support 
collaborative efforts, it will be difficult to accomplish much change. 

Finally, the scope of the task is daunting to several participants who contend that LAUSD’s large 
size and governance structure is problematic.  As such, they encourage the development of 
local leadership and an eventual restructuring of the district to make this task more 
manageable.  

Resources and Support Needed 

In considering how to develop a collaborative system-wide approach to education in Los 
Angeles, participants recognize the need for both resources and support, including a neutral 
facilitator, cross-sector collaboration, political leadership, funding, vision and support with 
implementation.  

Human capital. Participants are adamant about the need for a neutral facilitator to guide this 
process, someone who does not have any special interests.  Possible ideas for facilitators 
include members from the Los Angeles Area Chamber of Commerce, UNITE-LA or United Way.  

Although there is not a clear consensus about who should be driving these efforts, including 
varied perspectives that the right leverage point is the superintendent, principals, parents and 
community members, there is agreement that cross-sector collaboration and strategic 
engagement from many stakeholders is necessary.  Participants identify the following people or 
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groups as important parts of the process: LAUSD superintendent, local district leaders, LAUSD 
school board, district school and charter leaders, parents, students, community organizers, 
business community, foundations, media and universities.  The L.A. Compact, a partnership 
among 23 leading L.A. organizations and institutions including education, business, 
government, labor and nonprofit sectors, was held up as an example of the type of cross-sector 
collaboration that is required. 

Several participants also recognize the need for political leadership.  In particular, participants 
suggest that leadership from the mayor would be beneficial for developing a collaborative 
system of education in Los Angeles. 

Financial capital. In addition to human capital, participants also acknowledge the need for 
financial capital from the philanthropic community and voters.  Participants suggest that 
funding could be sought from the California Community Foundation, Weingart Foundation, The 
Gates Foundation, The Walton Family Foundation and The Broad Foundation.  However, some 
participants caution against requesting financial support from organizations that are typically 
pro- or anti-charter, which would include some of the foundations listed above.  Additionally, a 
community organization leader emphasizes the importance of financial support from voters: 
“L.A. County has really stepped up on issues of parks and homelessness. … We as residents are 
investing back into our neighborhoods—parks and homelessness being two examples.  I think 
we need to look at schools. LAUSD really needs to exude confidence in voters. … We [can] come 
together as a community to ask L.A. County voters to invest in LAUSD. I think we're going to 
have to, at some point.” 

Shared vision. With people engaged and funding secured, participants believe it would be 
important to create a shared vision, which they acknowledge will require courage, a sense of 
urgency and radical change.  Such a vision could be based on the various common refrains, or 
advocacy messages that participants expressed, such as, “These are all our kids.”  Expanding on 
this idea, a foundation leader notes, “It's very apparent that folks move across the system.  
Some people start public and then move to charter.  Some teachers start in public schools and 
then have formed their own charter schools.  And I'm sure the movement goes the other way.” 
Participants consistently urge that next steps prioritize “what’s right for kids, not adults.”  Other 
participants describe the need for a shift in focus, away from the divisive rhetoric that 
separates charters and LAUSD.  In fact, a community organization leader suggests that rather 
than fighting among one another, the focus should be on fighting poverty, which is the true 
root of the problem in Los Angeles’s education system: “Ultimately charter schools aren't the 
problem.  The union's not the problem.  The district's not the problem.  Poverty is the problem, 
and as long as we focus on charter schools and the unions and the district and the bad teachers 
and the bad principals, it just takes our eye off the ball, and the ball is poverty.  So that's what 
I'm trying to solve.” 
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Perseverance. After a shared vision is established, the hard work of implementation will begin. 
Participants discuss the need for space and the opportunity to build trust and develop 
relationships.  They also emphasize the need for time and a sustained effort.  A charter leader 
contends that it will require “grit to stick with it because it'll take years.  It's not an, ‘Oh, let's 
meet and have a promising practices session and everything's going to be fine.’”  Interviewees 
suggest that pilot testing the ideas, perhaps involving LAUSD’s Innovation Office, might also be 
important. 

Will and Capacity 

Participants disagree on whether Los Angeles has the will to move forward with a collaborative 
education system.  However, there is complete consensus that the capacity to do so already 
exists in the city.  

Will. Whether Angelenos from different sectors have the will to create a more collaborative 
system-wide approach to education is controversial.  Some participants from charters and 
foundations assert that the will exists at the school level but not at the policy level.  For 
example, a charter leader explains, “If I am just talking about district officials and district 
employees, and charter school leaders and employees, I think that the will is there.  I think 
when you get up again to the policy level, or political level, clearly the will is not there.”  
Conversely, some participants from the charter sector believe charters have the will but the 
district does not.  Still others, including participants from three charters, two community 
organizations, and one foundation, believe that the district, guided by Superintendent Michelle 
King, is beginning to develop the will.  A charter organization leader comments, “While I am 
very encouraged by Superintendent King's posture about encouraging best practice and 
changing the tone and the language for how both sectors speak to each other, and I think that's 
absolutely on the right path, I think we're still a far cry away from necessarily realigning 
resources and making the structural changes necessary so that the district can reorient its 
efforts.”  

A smaller group of five participants representing charters, community organizations, 
foundations, and business do not believe that the will exists in the charter or district sectors.  A 
charter leader contends, “I don't know if it's possible in this climate. … It's really hard to engage 
with people who are saying things about you that are so despicable. … It's just a divisiveness, 
which is I guess is endemic of this point in our society, but it's tough to bridge that divide. … It’s 
kind of like saying, ‘How do we get Democrats and Republicans to start talking again?’” 

Capacity. Regardless of their disagreement on whether the will for collaboration currently 
exists, all participants believe Los Angles has the capacity to create such a system.  A business 
community leader represents this consensus position: “I believe L.A. has the capacity to do 
whatever it has the will to do. So, it is not the capacity that is limited.” 
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What Participants Did Not Say 

In reflecting on the comments of participants, it is noteworthy that two potential visions for the 
future of LAUSD were not part of the conversation.  Not a single participant described a vision 
of an education system without any charters nor did anyone express desire for a system that is 
exclusively charter.  While it is not possible to determine exactly why no one suggested these 
potential structures, there are many possible interpretations of the absence of these ideas. 
First, the absence of these visions suggests that there is an overall acceptance that charters are 
part of the City’s educational landscape.  Second, it is possible that there is not a clear anti-
charter stance in opposition to charters; instead, those who appear to be “anti-charter” might 
in fact be opposed to some aspects of how charters operate and the impact that the charter 
sector has on the system as a whole but not to the idea of charters as one of many choices in 
Los Angeles.  Whatever the reason, the fact that none of the participants envisions a system 
that has no charters or that is exclusively charter indicates a need for Angelenos to work 
together to determine how charters and LAUSD can together meet the needs of all of Los 
Angeles’s students. 

Suggested Next Steps 

It is evident that key education stakeholders representing various sectors in Los Angeles are 
passionate about serving all the City’s students. Despite the current, negative dynamic between 
charters and LAUSD and the many points of disagreement among participants, Angelenos 
express an unwavering commitment and strong desire to critically examine the current system, 
make changes and move forward with a system-wide approach in the best interest of students.  

Several steps are necessary to lay the foundation for this process.  It is essential to identify a 
neutral facilitator who can guide the process.  Further, it is imperative to engage stakeholders 
from many sectors. By bringing all these people together in a neutral atmosphere, it will be 
possible to begin the work of developing a collective vision for a system-wide approach that 
serves all of Los Angeles’s students. 

As a charter organization leader asserts, “There's absolutely no way to make people love each 
other.  The only thing that we can do, all together, is to create the opportunities for 
collaboration and help people take that first step across the line toward each other and in the 
service of children.  We have to be able to continue to create those opportunities, call out the 
polarizing intent of certain factions, and continue to support, publicize, and celebrate the 
collaborative efforts. … We can and will change the tone and tenor of the city.” 

 


