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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Introduction 
 
The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) is currently facing a shrinking budget, a 
perception that it is overly bureaucratic and centralized, and dissatisfaction with standardized test 
scores.  While some politicians argue that the district should be broken up, several experts 
believe that decentralization of LAUSD’s budget authority is the answer.   
 
This memo evaluates decentralized decision-making models in the context of implementation 
within LAUSD.  We conducted an extensive review of academic and government research; 
interviewed LAUSD staff, academic experts and officials from four cities with experience in 
decentralization; surveyed 135 LAUSD principals; and reviewed district, state and federal 
regulations.  
 
Background 
 
LAUSD’s FY 2004-2005 budget totals $13.4 billion.  The district currently uses a centralized 
budget process to distribute funds throughout the district.  Money is allocated to schools based 
on the number of full time equivalents (FTEs) that each school needs under its projected 
enrollment figures.  Overall, only about 8% of the money goes directly to the schools’ budgets 
and the district spends the remaining 92%. 
 
Options 
 
After reviewing four options to aid LAUSD in developing a more efficient and effective 
budgeting model, we recommend the incremental changes model which includes: 
 

• Weighted student formula: disperse money to each school based on the characteristics of 
its students, rather than the number of staffing positions 

• Actual teacher salaries: charge each school for the actual teacher salary, rather than 
average district salary 

• Training: train school staff in management and financing 
• Public access to budgets: post budgets on the LAUSD website 
• Staffing plans: allow principals to develop school staffing plans 

 
Incremental changes to the current budgeting and authority structure would allow the district to 
focus on the specific needs of its current students.  Furthermore, these changes pave the way 
should the district choose to pursue further decentralization. 
 
The other three options we analyzed were comprehensive decentralization, partial 
decentralization and letting present trends continue.  While letting present trends continue is 
politically and logistically feasible, it has not proven to be an efficient means for delivering funds 
to students, does not include a serious accountability structure, and we question its sustainability 
given current state and federal budget deficits.  Comprehensive decentralization offers an 
opportunity for more equitable and efficient distribution of funding, flexible programming 
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tailored to special student populations and extensive accountability.  Additionally, it could be 
highly sustainable.  However, it faces significant political, economic and logistical barriers and 
its success is unlikely.  Partial decentralization mitigates some of the financial and logistical 
barriers of comprehensive decentralization, yet the costs of decentralization are still substantial.  
Furthermore, this model may still face political challenges, and its benefits are limited due to its 
small scope.  Additionally, the option’s sustainability is questionable.  
 
We believe that the recommended incremental changes can improve the flexibility, equality, 
accountability, and transparency in the district’s finances, while laying the groundwork for a 
future shift to further decentralization.  These changes will improve the educational conditions 
for LAUSD’s current students without creating unnecessary risks.
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INTRODUCTION
 
The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) is currently facing a shrinking budget, a 
perception that it is overly bureaucratic and centralized, and dissatisfaction with standardized test 
scores.  While some politicians argue that the district should be broken up, several experts 
believe that decentralization of LAUSD’s budget authority is the answer.  Other states and 
districts have turned to various forms of site-based management (SBM) and decentralization 
when faced with similar situations.  Decentralization of budgeting, staffing and curriculum to 
individual school sites is thought by some to make spending more cost-effective.  Additionally, 
proponents believe site-based decision making improves faculty, staff and parent satisfaction, 
can result in new, improved or expanded programming at school sites, and may result in 
improved test scores.  
 
This memo evaluates decentralized decision-making models in the context of implementation 
within LAUSD.  We conducted an extensive review of academic and government research; 
interviewed LAUSD staff, academic experts and officials from four cities with experience with 
decentralization; surveyed 135 LAUSD principals; and reviewed district, state and federal 
regulations.  
 
We will present two scenarios for SBM that we describe as “comprehensive decentralization” 
and “partial decentralization.”  In addition, we evaluate the merits of maintaining current 
conditions and making incremental changes without implementing a decentralization plan.  
 
 
LAUSD BACKGROUND 
 
Overview 
 
LAUSD is the largest school district in California and the second largest in the nation after New 
York City.  The district enrolls a diverse student population representative of the many different 
ethnicities and cultures that reside in and around Los Angeles.  LAUSD encompasses a wide 
geographic area including parts of Lomita, Carson, Huntington Park, Gardena, Vernon, San 
Fernando, West Hollywood and others.  There are a total of 1,042 schools spanning a radius of 
703.8 square miles.  Eight hundred and six of these schools are elementary, middle, and high 
schools including magnet, special education, span,1 and continuation schools.2  The other 236 
are comprised of charter, adult and early education schools as well as regional occupation 
centers.  Approximately 746,610 K-12 students are enrolled in LAUSD schools and the district 
employs over 34,000 teachers.  
 
The Chief Executive Officer of LAUSD, the superintendent, is appointed by the Los Angeles 
Board of Education.  Roy Romer, former Governor of Colorado, currently serves as 
                                                 
1 Span schools are schools that include more than one grade level category  (i.e. elementary, middle, or senior). 
2 Continuation schools are defined by the California Department of Education as, “programs designed to meet the 
needs of students ages 16 through 18 who have not graduated from high school, are not exempt from compulsory 
school attendance, and are deemed at risk of not completing their schooling.”  California Department of Education.  
Retrieved on March 21, 2005 from www.cde.ca.gov/nr/ne/yr02/yr02rel17.asp. 
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superintendent; his contract runs through 2007.  The superintendent is accountable to the Board, 
which has approval authority over all LAUSD initiatives.  These seven Board Members are 
elected by constituents in their local district areas.  They are elected to four-year terms that are 
staggered across board elections every two years. 
 
LAUSD’s central office, overseen by the superintendent, employs approximately 34,000 staff 
members including a Chief Operating Officer and Chief Financial Officer to oversee all 
operational functions of the district.  Additionally, the superintendent appoints and oversees eight 
local district superintendents.  Each has a small staff at an office that exists within the local 
district he or she represents.  The local superintendents have authority over the principals and 
teachers within their respective districts, but the roles of each are governed by extensive union 
contracts.   
 
Budget 

Current Process 
LAUSD currently uses a centralized budget process to distribute funds throughout the district.  
Approximately 80% of the budget is based on allocations from previous years.3  Using these 
numbers, the central office in effect “charges” each individual school for the staffing and 
materials it needs to run throughout the year.  Money is allocated to schools based on the number 
of full time equivalents (FTEs) that each school needs under its projected enrollment figures.  
For example, under the contract specifications with the United Teachers of Los Angeles 
(UTLA), one teacher is needed for every 30 students4 and state law mandates one teacher for 
every 20 students in grades K-3.  The central office uses the average district teacher salary to 
charge schools accordingly.  Therefore, schools are not charged the actual salaries of the teachers 
they employ, which acts as an unintended subsidy to sites with more experienced teachers. 
 
LAUSD’s budget process allows the central office to control more than 90% of an individual 
school’s budget.  The district also carries large capital and debt service funds used primarily for 
the construction of new schools.  This memo deals specifically with the operations budget of the 
district, not the other two spending types. 

Current Funding Levels 
LAUSD’s FY 2004-2005 budget totals $13.4 billion.  $1.3 billion comes from the federal 
government, including Title I funds.5  Roughly $5.6 billion comes from the state, $2.8 billion 
comes from the local government,6 and $3.7 billion comes from bond measures and other 
initiatives dedicated to capital spending.  The largest piece of the budget goes to the general 
fund, which accounts for approximately $5.3 billion.  Of general funding, $2.4 billion is 
                                                 
3 Tyner, Lorenzo, Budget Director at LAUSD.  Personal Communication. February 23, 2005.  
4 United Teachers of Los Angeles Contract. Article 18: Class Size. Retrieved March 20, 2005 from www.utla.net.  
5 Title I funds are “funds from the federal Educational Consolidation and Improvement Act” (reauthorized by the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001) “for educationally disadvantaged children”. Ed-Data. Retrieved on March 21, 2005 
from www.ed-data.k12.ca.us. 
6 Local funding comes from sources including: “property taxes…cafeteria sales, interest, developer fees, certificates 
of participation, sale of bonds and other sources of local revenue.”   LAUSD: Budget Services and Financial 
Planning Division.  Superintendent’s 2004-2005 Final Budget.  Prepared by Budget Services and Financial Planning 
Division, Budget Services Branch.  p. 25-34. 
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allocated to certificated staff salaries, $804 million goes to classified staff7 salaries, and $1.2 
billion goes to employee benefits.  Together, the three account for roughly 30% of the overall 
district budget.  Other significant line items include $202 million for books and instructional 
services from the general program funding, and $1.2 billion in special education funding.8   
 
Overall, only about 8% of the money goes directly to the school’s budgets and the district 
utilizes the remaining 92%.  Once funds have been allocated, principals receive their own 
individual school’s budget.  This money can be used for field trips, supplies and other additional 
items.  This budget is not widely publicized, although a parent or guardian may request it from a 
child’s individual school 
 
 
BACKGROUND RESEARCH 
 
Decentralized management in schools, also known as Site-Based Budgeting (SBB) and Site-
Based Management (SBM), emerged as a popular topic in the mid-1990s as policy makers and 
school districts began looking for ways to improve declining school systems across the country.  
While the terms are used interchangeably, the specifics of each implementation vary 
considerably.  For this project, we defined decentralization as any attempt to shift budgetary 
authority away from a central office.   
 
To learn more about these various systems we evaluated secondary sources including academic 
and government research, past attempts at decentralization in LAUSD and current statewide 
efforts to decentralize educational authority.  This background research served as the foundation 
for our original research and our options and recommendations.  The following outlines the 
highlights of our secondary research. 
 
GAO Report9

 
In 1994, the United States General Accounting Office (GAO) released a report on school 
decentralization after examining the case studies of Dade County, Florida; Edmonton, Alberta, 
Canada; and Prince William County, Virginia.  The three case studies were chosen because 
decentralization models had been in use for several years in each location (4-18 years) and in 
each case the schools were given substantial control over their budget, personnel and 
instructional programming.  The districts varied in size from 45,000 to 300,000 students.  
 
The report primarily studied changes in programming and budgeting and concluded that SBM 
fostered innovation in programming, but did not result in net savings or improved student 

                                                 
7 Classified employees are “school employees who are not required to hold teaching credentials, such as secretaries, 
custodians, bus drivers, instructional aides, and some management personnel.”  Ed-Data. Retrieved on March 21, 
2005 from www.ed-data.k12.ca.us. 
8 LAUSD: Budget Services and Financial Planning Division. Superintendent’s 2004-2005 Final Budget. Prepared by 
Budget Services and Financial Planning Division, Budget Services Branch.  p. 25-34. 
9 This section relies on information from: United States. General Accounting Office; Health, Education and Human 
Services Division.  Education Reform: School-Based Management Results in Changes in Instruction and Budgeting. 
Report number GAO/HEHS-94-135. August 1994. 
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performance.  Student performance was difficult to assess because the necessary data were 
lacking.  However, decentralization clearly fostered innovative programming in each of the 
districts and allowed individual schools to meet the needs of their specific populations.  For 
example, some schools changed to all-day kindergarten, while others offered new courses.  The 
GAO also utilized national data to perform a multivariate analysis of the links between school 
based management and innovation, finding that greater principal control was associated with an 
increase in innovative practices.  Thus, budgetary changes from SBM allowed principals to 
increase spending on instruction and administration; decrease spending in over funded areas; and 
allow schools to address specialized needs as they arose. Nonetheless, no schools achieved net 
savings or improved test scores through decentralization. 
 
William Ouchi 
 
Professor William Ouchi of the UCLA Anderson School of Management is an organizational 
design expert who is applying his knowledge of corporate structures to the field of education.  
He has become a prominent figure in the SBB movement through his work to implement 
elements of the Edmonton model in California, Colorado, Hawaii and elsewhere.  He is currently 
working with Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and California Education Secretary Richard 
Riordan on changes to California’s education system.  His book, Making Schools Work, is an 
expansion of a study he authored that compared three large, centralized school districts (Los 
Angeles, New York City and Chicago) to the Catholic school districts in those cities and three 
large, decentralized school districts (Houston, Seattle and Edmonton).  Ouchi makes the case that 
the decentralized districts spend less money per pupil and spend a greater percentage of their 
operating budgets on teacher salaries, while achieving higher academic success.  Specifically, he 
argues that the ability of principals to target programming to their specific student population 
makes these districts so successful.  He argues that the most effective managers decentralize 
power in times of dysfunction despite the natural tendency to hyper-centralize.  Ouchi 
acknowledges that relating test scores to SBM is a difficult task, but presents “suggestive”10 data 
to support decentralized management.  However, the numbers do not make a strong case for 
decentralization.  They show that students in Houston and LAUSD had almost identical gains on 
the Stanford Series 9 exams before and after Houston implemented SBB. 
 
Pricilla Wohlstetter, et al. 
 
In their comprehensive study of SBM models across the country in the 1990s, Pricilla 
Wohlstetter et al. cite eight variables of SBM implementation that they believe enable success at 
both the district and school-site levels.  These factors are:11

 
1. Empowerment – all stakeholders including teachers, parents, students and 

administrators should be empowered by utilizing teams and work groups that 
encourage and enable widespread involvement. 

                                                 
10 Ouchi, William.  Revision of: A Decentralized Organization in Three Large Public School Districts: Edmonton, 
Seattle, and Houston.  Working paper, November 18, 2004. p. 30. 
11 Wohlstetter, Pricilla, et al., “Chapter 8: Successful School Based Management: A Lesson for Restructuring 
Schools”. Published in New Schools for a New Century, editors: Diane Ravitch and Joseph P. Viteritti. Yale 
University Press, New York and London.  1997. p. 201-225. 
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2. Professional Development – ongoing and extensive training in curriculum, 
instruction, teamwork, and budgeting among other things. 

3. Information – school performance and budget information must be widely available 
and accessible to students, staff, teachers and parents. 

4. Incentive system – an incentive system must be developed to ensure ongoing faculty 
and staff investment in and dedication to SBM.  The rewards can be non-pecuniary. 

5. Vision – develop a shared vision focused on student achievement to guide SBM 
reform efforts at the district and school-site levels. 

6. Leadership – facilitate principal and teacher leadership. 
7. Resources – adequate resources must be available for successful implementation.  

Resources can be secured from community and professional sources. 
8. Central office – reform the central office to enable and support SBM implementation 

at the school-site level. 
 
Wohlstetter et al. argue that if successfully implemented, SBM models can (1) enable schools to 
make decisions specific to the communities they serve, (2) involve a wide array of individuals 
and perspectives in decision making, resulting in improved decision making, (3) and empower 
school-site participants, thus creating ownership and commitment at the school-site level.12

 
LEARN 
 
LAUSD has previous experience with decentralized authority.  The Los Angeles Educational 
Alliance for Restructuring Now (LEARN), a non-profit organization established in 1991, 
proposed and advocated a decentralization model in the district.  Richard Riordan, Robert 
Wycoff, Roy Anderson, and other prominent members of the Los Angeles business community 
initiated the reform effort.  LEARN brought together business leaders, LAUSD staff, unions, and 
community groups.  In 1993, the school board approved implementation of LEARN’s 
recommendations.  The program was voluntary but the district’s intention was for all schools to 
become LEARN schools.  School Site Councils (SSC) were given control over personnel, 
curriculum, and budgetary decisions within the overall LAUSD structure. 
 
At the peak of the program, LEARN schools made up approximately half of the schools in 
LAUSD.  Although these schools did perform modestly better than non-LEARN schools on 
standardized tests, there were significant implementation problems and political barriers that 
were never overcome.13  First, the councils were not held accountable to anyone.  LEARN had 
conceptualized an elaborate accountability plan, but the plan failed due to two obstacles: (1) the 
central accountability measure they planed to use – the California Learning Assessment System 
– fell victim to Sacramento politics and was never fully implemented, and (2) the LEARN board 
decided against publishing detailed standard reports on each of the LEARN schools, 14 
presumably because teachers and principals did not want their schools singled out.  Additionally, 
                                                 
12 Wohlstetter, Pricilla, et al., “Chapter 8: Successful School Based Management: A Lesson for Restructuring 
Schools”. Published in New Schools for a New Century, editors: Diane Ravitch and Joseph P. Viteritti. Yale 
University Press, New York and London.  1997. p. 201-225. 
13 Fullerton, Jon, Vice-President of Strategy, Evaluation, Research, and Policy at Urban Education Partnership. 
Telephone Communication, February 23, 2005. 
14 Kerchner, Charles, et al.  The Impact of the Los Angeles Annenberg Metropolitan Project on Public School 
Reform.  2000. Retrieved on March 5, 2005 from http://cresst.org/reports/TR591.pdf. 
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problems arose between principals and councils—in some cases because the principals were not 
adept at working with councils, and in others because the councils prevented the hiring of strong 
principals in order to maintain control over the school.  Furthermore, the central district did not 
relinquish control of many functions to the school sites.  As it became more and more apparent 
that the real power remained with the district, SSCs lost the relative power they had been given.  
Finally, after changes in both the superintendent and some school board members, the political 
will to maintain the LEARN program waned and the program was abandoned.15  Some of the 
former LEARN schools voted to become charter schools while the rest reverted back to a 
centralized system. 
 
The Edmonton Decentralization Model 
 
The most widely cited school district to implement large-scale budget decentralization is 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.  The district of 81,000 students and 200 schools is similar to 
LAUSD in that its population is diverse and it covers a wide geographic area.  In 1972, the newly 
appointed superintendent, Michael Strembitsky, a former classroom teacher, began to 
decentralize the district’s budget authority to principals.16  School districts across the United 
States have used this model to create their own decentralization techniques.  

Disbursement of Funds 
In the Edmonton Public Schools (EPS), local, province and federal funding are combined at the 
district level and disbursed to schools.  Since some students face more barriers and are more 
expensive to educate than others, EPS developed a weighted student formula (WSF) that 
provides additional funding above a base level for students who meet certain criteria.  Once the 
money is divided among the schools, principals have the discretion to spend it as they see fit, 
including moving money between categories and running surpluses without being required to 
give unspent money back to the district.   Principals in EPS are responsible for developing a 
detailed budget that is then subject to approval from the central office.  However, central office 
staff does not have authority to reject principals’ decisions.    
 
SBM in Edmonton introduced competition to schools as principals were given the ability to 
purchase services from any available provider.  Strembitsky feels that this has encouraged 
district providers to improve their services and response times in order to be competitive.17  To 
match this wide budget authority, principals also have the power to set their staffing and 
curriculum plans.  They are able to remove ineffective teachers and hire new ones to staff new or 
expanded programs.  EPS utilizes advisory site councils made up of teachers, school 
administrators, parents and other community members.  Principals work with committees on a 
wide variety of school budget and management issues, but final decision making authority on all 
issues rests with the principal.  School administrators in Edmonton have found that coupling 
SBM and WSF with parental school choice fosters entrepreneurship from principals.   

                                                 
15 Fullerton, Jon.  February 23, 2005. 
16 Strembitsky, Michael,  Former Superintendent: Edmonton Public Schools. Lecture, UCLA Anderson School of 
Management.  February 21, 2005. 
17 Ibid.  
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Accountability 
Principals are monitored closely by central district staff and the superintendent.  
Underperforming principals are transferred or dismissed at the discretion of the superintendent.  
EPS uses several different standards for the progress of principals.  First, schools are expected to 
show improvement on standardized tests.  Additionally, the district administers a fairly extensive 
survey of all school stakeholders: students, parents, teachers, administrators and staff.  The 
surveys give school and district leadership a simple picture of stakeholder opinions of the 
leaders, the quality and direction of the school, and the buy-in of important players.  EPS makes 
a concerted effort to obtain satisfactory completion rates from all respondent categories, 
especially those parents who may be hardest to reach. 
 
The central district also performs annual audits and spot checks at each school to ensure that 
principals are actually spending money in the way they report and there is no achievement or 
enrollment reporting inflation.  There is little tolerance for financial dishonesty because money 
trails are clear and transparent to school community members who have a stake in every dollar 
being spent in the district.18  Financial shenanigans are easily caught and remedied. 

Transparency 
Test scores, budgets, survey responses and audit results are all published widely in easy-to-
understand formats.  Parents receive specific information about their child, their school, and the 
district at-large.   
 
Role for Central/Local Districts 
Even in this model, principals do not control all funding.  A small central district office manages 
the overall budget, audits individual schools, provides human resources services for the schools, 
and performs other minor functions.  In Edmonton, the central office retains roughly 5% of the 
district’s operating budget and maintains responsibility for capital and debt services funds.   
 
Implementation 
As superintendent, Strembitsky implemented SBM through a process of experimentation and 
eventually, a formal pilot program.  Authority over certain functions, such as the purchase of 
paper and equipment, was decentralized to principals first.  Strembitsky found that in response, 
principals asked for additional expanded authority.  In 1976, he selected seven schools of various 
grade levels and reputation for a pilot program.  He intentionally chose diverse schools to ensure 
that the pilot could not be dismissed as “creaming” the most capable principals.19  Strembitsky 
gave them complete control over their budgets in a system very similar to the model in place 
today.  At the end of the pilot program in 1979, Strembitsky was satisfied that the principals had 
demonstrated they could handle the responsibility, and other schools clamored for the same level 
of autonomy.  In response he extended the program to give the same amount of power and 
authority to every principal in the district.  
 
 
 
                                                 
18 Strembitsky, Michael, Former Superintendent: Edmonton Public Schools. Lecture, UCLA Anderson School of 
Management.  February 21, 2005. 
19 Ibid. 
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CASE STUDIES 
 
Districts within the United States are subject to more restrictive federal and state requirements 
than Edmonton, thus limiting the extent to which decentralization can be implemented.  We 
studied four districts within the United States: Houston, Seattle, San Francisco and San Diego.  
Each implemented decentralization in different ways and each have important lessons for the 
leaders of LAUSD. 
 
Houston Independent School District20

 
The Houston Independent School District (HISD) is one of the largest districts in the country 
with economic and racial demographics very similar to LAUSD’s.  Prior to the 1999-2000 
school year, the district began a decentralization process in conjunction with several other 
reforms that the school board had adopted.  According to HISD Director of School-Based 
Management Boon Chew, the move to decentralization was “painful.”21  Central office staff 
members were given no job security or guarantee that their programs would be continued.  
Eventually, many were let go.   
 
Despite general sentiment in its favor, HISD officials are finding that decentralization is not 
flawless.  The new superintendent, Abelardo Saavedra, is leaning towards recentralizing some 
services and moving away from any further decentralization.  While it has not been publicly 
stated, one reason for the retreat may be the difficulty of making deep budget cuts in a 
decentralized system.  Over the past three years there have been cuts to programs in the central 
office, but the budget for schools has remained intact.  Very little “fat” remains at the central 
office and it will now be up to the superintendent to make cuts at the school level.  Politically, it 
is difficult to change the weights to give less funding to any one special population group.  
Instead, the superintendent has proposed closing several under-enrolled schools to save money.22  
Small schools also posed a problem for HISD when the district moved to decentralization.  Since 
they receive much less base funding and are less able to take advantage of economies of scale, 
they have experienced budget problems.  HISD used to subsidize small schools, but has phased 
out extra financial support as the district moves towards closing these sites. 
 
The impact of decentralization on academic achievement in HISD is difficult to discern.  
Decentralization and WSF were both part of a broader set of reforms and were implemented 
contemporaneously with No Child Left Behind (NCLB)23.  HISD seemed to be making gains as 
compared to the state of Texas on standardized tests from 2000-2003.  However, the state 
                                                 
20 This section relies on information from: Chew, Boon, Director of School-Based Management Department at 
HISD. Telephone Communication. January 28, 2005.  
21 Chew, Boon.  
22 HISD website: 2005 State of the Schools Speech Includes Call for Takeover of Low-Performing Schools, More 
Pre-K Classes, and Increased Dropout Intervention.  Retrieved on January 26, 2005 from 
www.houstonisd.org/HISD/portal/article/front/0,2731,20856_90333894_97777248,00.html. 
23 No Child Left Behind “reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)” in 2001. “NCLB 
refocused federal education programs on the principles of stronger accountability for results, more choices for 
parents and students, greater flexibility for states and school districts, and the use of research-based instructional 
methods.” US Department of Education. Retrieved on March 21, 2005 from www.ed.gov.
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changed its assessment method before the 2003 testing period and HISD’s scores were closer to 
their pre-decentralization levels.  Also, some evidence suggests that HISD schools improperly 
manipulated test scores, which casts further doubt on the results.  
 
Seattle School District 
 
While much smaller than LAUSD, the Seattle School District (SSD) is the largest district in the 
state of Washington, enrolling approximately 50,000 students each year.  SSD implemented a 
decentralized budgeting model in the 1997-1998 school year.  The model includes site-based 
budgeting, WSF, and advisory counsels although the principal has ultimate authority in an 
individual school’s budgetary decisions.   
 
Results of decentralization are mixed.  Many feel much of the budgetary control is “an illusion 
due to the need for all funds to be spent according to state, federal, or grant funding 
guidelines.”24  However, most principals enjoy the flexibility they have over their school’s 
budget, especially those who have had the proper training.  When hired, principals attend New 
Principal Academy, a day long budget training session.25  Additionally, budget analysts provide 
one-on-one training for new principals to avoid budgeting mishaps.26  
 
Although test scores are not the primary standard for judging the success of decentralization 
within a district, it is interesting to note how they have fared since implementation.  Washington 
uses the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) to asses its schools, and SSD 
results as compared to the state as a whole are fairly similar.  The WASL tests are reported by 
specific categories and overall averages.  SSD students were within 2% of the Washington 
student average in every Reading category in 2001.27  In 2004, the gap widened a bit with SSD 
students staying within 4% of the Washington student average in every Reading category in 
2004.28  Unfortunately, it is difficult to understand the true meaning of these results, since the 
WASL categories change slightly every year.  Overall, test scores are improving steadily for 
Seattle, but it is unclear whether the improvement is due to the passage of decentralization, 
NCLB in 2001, a state-wide focus on testing, a combination of the three, or other factors.   
 
Like many urban school districts across the nation, SSD is facing further state and federal budget 
cuts, and is considering a move towards recentralization to ease some of the district’s budgetary 
burdens, “since it can be much more efficient from a financial perspective.”29

 
San Francisco Unified School District 
 
The San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD) is also much smaller than LAUSD, 
enrolling approximately 57,805 students during the 2003-2004 school year.  However, SFUSD 
serves a similar student body: approximately 28% are English Language Learners and 60% 
                                                 
24 Sebring, Linda, Budget Director of Seattle School District.  Telephone Communication.  February 3, 2005. 
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid.  
27 Seattle Public Schools. Data Profile: District Summary of WASL. Reading 2001.  Retrieved on March 3, 2005 
from www.seattleschools.org.   
28 Ibid. Reading 2004. 
29 Sebring, Linda.  
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receive free/reduced price lunches.  SFUSD implemented decentralization during the 2002-2003 
school year.  The SFUSD plan includes site-based budgeting, a WSF, and school choice. 
 
Each school has a SSC that acts as the decision making body.  The SSCs are composed of the 
principal, teachers, a staff member, and community members.  Each SSC develops an academic 
plan for the school.  The budget must be linked to the goals of the academic plan.  The academic 
plan is approved by the superintendent and district staff who evaluates it on “effectiveness, 
compliance, and appropriate use of programs and resources.”30  
  
Sacs needed to be trained to create a plan for their schools and a budget linked to their goals.  
Additionally, all district staff was trained to support school sites, know the answers to budgetary 
and related questions, and know appropriate referrals for further questions.  Consistency and 
accuracy among district staff is important to maintaining a good relationship with school sites, 
and thus training was taken very seriously. 31

 
The effect of decentralization in SFUSD is hard to determine as it was implemented at the same 
time as the district experienced significant budget cuts.  Preliminary results include innovative 
changes within the school, such as elementary schools hiring substitutes to allow teachers to do 
one-on-one student assessments.32

 
San Diego City Schools33

 
Beginning in the 2003-2004 fiscal year, the San Diego City Schools (SDCS) implemented a SBB 
model in response to the need for school budget cuts.  District officials believed that if budget 
cuts had to be made, principals were in the best position to make those decisions.  With SBB, 
principals were given the dollar value of the teacher and staff positions they had the previous 
year (minus budget cuts) and were able to make staffing decisions based on that pot of money.  
Principals were given more discretion over how funds were spent, but funding levels stayed the 
same.  Principals maintained discretion over restricted (i.e. categorical) funds within the 
parameters of state and federal regulations.  Governance Teams comprised of parents, students, 
teachers and other school staff have been created to serve as advisory bodies to the principals 
while the principal has final decision making authority for non-Title I funds. 
 
SDCS made significant investments in professional development for teachers and principals and 
conducted extensive focus groups, surveys, and one-on-one discussions with principals to gain 
buy-in.  Since implementation, SDCS has conducted principal surveys to evaluate initial 
satisfaction with SBB; the majority of principals indicated they were happy with the changes.  
SDCS has also discussed surveying teachers, parents, and students to gauge satisfaction but has 
not yet done so. 
                                                 
30 San Francisco Unified School District School Site Council Handbook.  Retrieved on January 28, 2005 from 
http://portal.sfusd.edu/template/default.cfm?page=school_info.councils.resources.   
31 Waymack, Nancy, Policy and Planning Department, San Francisco Unified School District. Telephone 
Communication. January 28, 2005.   
32 Ibid. 
33 This section relies on information from:  Wilcox, Kristen, Office of the Superintendent, San Diego City Schools. 
Telephone Communication. February 1, 2005 and the San Diego City Schools. Fact Sheet Winter 2004: Site Based 
Budgeting.  Retrieved on February 12, 2005 from www.sandi.net.  
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Originally, SDCS planned to phase in a WSF model.  However, the recent Board elections have 
yielded a Board that seems to be moving away from the idea of SBB and WSF.  Preliminary 
indicators suggest that SDCS will likely revert back to a more centralized model.   
 
 
OPTIONS 
 
Constraints  

 
In evaluating the ability of LAUSD to effectively implement a SBB policy and decentralize 
management to the schools, there are several political, logistical and practical constraints that are 
either outside the scope of our project or are not likely to be changed at this juncture.  In 
developing our options and recommendations we considered the following constraints:  

School Choice 
Many decentralized models include a school choice element.  School choice is believed to create 
additional incentives to manage effectively and efficiently at the site-based level.  If a principal is 
not successful, students and their parents have the option to move to another school, resulting in 
a loss of revenue for the original school site.  The absence of school choice from our options for 
LAUSD means schools will not have this competitive motivation to attract and retain students.   
However, giving parents the option of choosing a school within LAUSD beyond the current 
magnet programs, charter schools and NCLB choice requirements is logistically infeasible.  The 
physical geography of LAUSD is prohibitive; students would potentially face extremely long 
commutes if they attempted to move to higher-performing schools.  Additionally, many of the 
most desirable schools are already at capacity, further limiting the amount of choice available in 
the district. 

Ability to Fire Teachers 
The current UTLA contract prohibits principals from firing poorly performing teachers.  When 
necessary, layoffs due to budget cuts and downsizing are made according to seniority.  
Performance based dismissals can only be done after a lengthy and difficult process through the 
district rather than at the site level.  While principals may be given the authority to design their 
staffing plan in a decentralized model, it is unlikely that UTLA will concede to additional 
principal discretion in firing teachers at this time.  Principals currently have full discretion in 
hiring new teachers. 

Title I and Categorical Funds 
California Education Code Section 52012 requires that a school receiving NCLB Title I funding 
must have a school site council with decision making authority over the spending of federally-
allocated Title I funds.  Although principals are members of the SSC, they share power with 
teachers, parents, other staff, and students (at secondary schools) and do not have veto power.  
Additionally, by law, teachers must make up a majority of each SSC.   
 
California allocates money for over 80 different categorical programs, each with its own 
guidelines and restrictions.  Even in a fully decentralized model, the extent to which principals 
have discretion over categorical funds will be limited by these state and federal obligations.   
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LAUSD may be able to secure federal and state waivers from the requirements of these statutes, 
but it is unclear if this strategy is possible.  Governor Schwarzenegger has proposed the 
California Local Education Accountability Reform (CLEAR) Program.  This voluntary, five year 
pilot program, “will give schools the ability to develop fiscal and academic plans, free of the 
restrictions imposed by state and categorical programs.”34  The governor’s stated goal is to 
increase the involvement that principals, teachers and parents have in decision making at the 
school level.  However, at this time, no specific information on this proposal has been released.   

Contracting Out for Services 
Sections 45103.1 and 88003.1 of the CA Education Code restrict schools from contracting with 
private service providers such as gardeners, cooks and janitors.  Districts must maintain in-house 
service staff for all of these functions.  The law requires school districts to meet a long list of 
standards in order to receive a waiver from the restriction.  Governor Schwarzenegger has 
indicated his support for changing this policy, but no action has been taken at this time. 
 
Decision-Making Criteria 
 
Five criteria were used for evaluating and choosing among our options for decentralization 
strategies within LAUSD: 

Political Feasibility 
LAUSD is a large bureaucracy with many powerful stakeholders.  In order for a policy option to 
be implemented, it must be approved by the LAUSD Board.  Since the Board is heavily 
influenced by the political will of the unions, particularly UTLA, the option picked must be 
supported, or at least not actively opposed, by the unions.  In fact, the details of the option should 
be developed with union input.   
 
It is vital that a significant portion of principals and teachers buy into the plan.  Without their 
willingness to take on a decentralized model, the option risks being sabotaged (either overtly or 
tacitly) from within, as was seen in the district’s experiment with LEARN.  It is only with the 
support and dedication of a majority of teachers and principals that a decentralized model will be 
successful.  Our survey of LAUSD principals focused in part on their interest in SBB to gauge 
the feasibility of our options. 
 
The superintendent, as the leader of the school district, is crucial to the success of a decentralized 
model.  He makes recommendations to the Board and will lead the implementation process of 
any approved plan. 
 
Finally, while support from parents and students is not vital to a decentralized model’s success, it 
is important that these groups not be actively opposed.  Well-organized parent groups (and to a 
lesser extent, student groups) can wield significant political power and influence Board 
members, legislators and the superintendent. 
                                                 
34 California Office of the Governor.  Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger K-12 and Higher Education Budget 
Highlights. January 10, 2005. Retrieved on March 5, 2005 from www.governor.ca.gov. 
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Logistical Feasibility 
The recommended option must be logistically realistic.  If the size and scope of the model is too 
large or complex, it runs the risk of failure prior to getting off the ground, despite the best 
intentions of all stakeholders.  Additionally, preferable options should minimize the need for 
changes to current union contracts and federal and state law. 

Economic Feasibility  
Costs and benefits of each option must be considered as both the state and LAUSD are facing 
strong pressure to reduce their budgets.  Particular emphasis is put on upfront and transition costs 
which could affect implementation of a program.  If the resources are not available to implement 
the option effectively, we cannot recommend the model.  Additionally, if the size and scope is 
too small, the model may not have a large enough impact to justify investing resources necessary 
to implement the model.  Economic efficiency was also considered to judge the best use of the 
district’s scarce resources. 

Accountability 
Given the district’s experience with LEARN, the selected policy option must include a clearly 
delineated and transparent accountability system.   

Sustainability 
School reforms tend to come and go.  The district risks losing the resources invested in 
implementation should a new school board or superintendent elect to revert back to the old 
system.  Thus, the selected policy option must have a high likelihood of surviving changes at the 
leadership level. 

 
Measurements and Evaluation  
 
The effectiveness of any model eventually chosen by LAUSD should be evaluated in the short 
and long term after implementation based on the following four criteria:   
 
Student Achievement – It is difficult to assign the full effect of test score changes to 
decentralization, but results should be evaluated for improvement. 

 
Stakeholder Satisfaction – Annual principal, teacher, parent, and student surveys should be 
conducted.  The Edmonton model provides a good starting point for designing a simple, yet 
thorough survey program. 
 
Audits and Spot Checks – Audits and spot checks should be conducted to provide oversight and 
evaluate budgets, testing and reporting practices, etc. 
 
Program Creation/Development – Programs should be monitored to determine if the changes 
have resulted in the expansion and growth of existing programs or the creation of new programs. 
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Option 1 – Let Present Trends Continue 
 
In moving forward, it is important to recognize that letting current trends continue is a viable 
option.  Under this option, the district would continue in its directive role and budgetary and 
decision making authority would continue to rest primarily at the district level.   
 
Option 2 – Comprehensive Decentralization  
 
A full decentralization model similar to what has been implemented in Edmonton is not possible 
given the previously discussed constraints. LAUSD cannot significantly expand school choice or 
contract outside of the district for services.  State and federal regulations regarding curriculum 
and budgeting further limit flexibility.  However, a comprehensive decentralization model is 
possible within these constraints.  

Disbursement of Funds 
This model would include a WSF based on factors such as the number of Special Education, 
gifted education, ELL, and free/reduced priced lunch students.35  All district categorical and 
general fund money would go into a single pot and, in turn, be allocated to individual schools 
based on the WSF.  The district would keep a small portion of the money to continue funding 
specific services that function more effectively from a centralized office. 
 
Combined, principals and SSCs would have full discretion over all school site funding within 
current federal and state laws and union contracts.  The SSC would maintain primary discretion 
over Title I funding with the principal playing an advisory role and the principal would have 
discretion over all other school site funding with the SSC acting in an advisory role.  
 
Each school budget would be developed by the principal and the SSC and submitted to the 
central office for approval.  The central office would review the budget for legalities as well as 
federal and state compliance.  However, central staff could not reject a principal’s budgeting 
choices, beyond legal and compliance issues. 
 
The district would charge each school for actual teacher salaries, not employ the average district 
salary formula LAUSD currently uses.  The current use of the average district salary enables 
higher achieving schools in wealthier areas to employ more experienced teachers without having 
to pay for such a luxury.  Lower performing schools tend to have little access to more 
experienced teachers because they are largely employed by the more desirable, higher achieving 
schools.  Deducting the actual teacher salaries from a school’s budget would force higher-
performing schools to decide how much they value having a large number of senior teachers and 
will encourage schools to consider hiring less experienced teachers as a balance.  This would 
enable struggling schools to keep experienced teachers from transferring.  As such, it would 
improve the overall quality of instruction by encouraging the redistribution of teachers 
throughout the district and giving newer teachers at all schools the opportunity to learn from 
experienced educators. 
                                                 
35 It is important to note that principals and teachers have little control over how and students are classified for 
special programs.  Their influence is limited to recommending students for testing for special programs such as 
Gifted and Talented Education and Special Education. 
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This change to actual teacher salaries must be accompanied by a five-year transition period to 
allow schools with higher paid teachers adequate time to adjust to the new budgeting system.  
The Oakland School District implemented a three year transition period in conjunction with the 
actual teacher salary form of budgeting.  However, it is too early to determine if this strategy has 
been successful in Oakland. 

Accountability 
Under this model each principal would be accountable to the local superintendent who, in turn, 
would make recommendations to the LAUSD superintendent based on principal performance.  
Principals would be evaluated based on a combination of test performance, stakeholder surveys, 
audits and spot checks. 
 
Annual surveys of teachers, staff (including the principals), parents, and students would be 
conducted by the local district and utilized to evaluate stakeholder satisfaction.  As previously 
mentioned in the Edmonton discussion, high response rates are essential to effective utilization 
of these surveys.  The local district would therefore conduct extensive follow up to achieve high 
response rates.  In addition, the local district would conduct annual audits and spot checks of 
each school’s budget and testing practices to ensure financial and testing integrity.  Utilizing the 
local district for this function would not only allow for effective evaluation but would ensure that 
the budget is being audited and approved by separate entities. 
 
If a local district superintendent determined that a principal was underperforming, the district 
superintendent would recommend disciplinary action - often reassignment or dismissal - to the 
LAUSD superintendent who would review the case and make the final decision. 

Transparency 
Transparency of the budget and the budgeting process as well as scholastic performance is a key 
component of the success of this model.  The schools and district would make individual school 
budgets, test scores and budgeting processes available and easily accessible to teachers, parents, 
students and other school constituents.  All of this information would be available on the internet 
and hard copies available by request.  Additionally, individual schools would hold annual 
informational meetings for stakeholders to discuss student achievement, the budget, and the 
budgeting process. 

Role for Central/Local Districts 
Under this model, the central district would assume a supportive role rather than its current 
directive role.  Certain functions, such as human resources, legal, research, debt service and real 
estate acquisition would remain with the central office.  Additionally, central staff would be 
responsible for approving individual school budgets.  The central office would drastically 
decrease the number of staff from the 34,000 currently employed. 
 
The primary functions of the local district offices would be to conduct school surveys, perform 
audit and spot-checks at schools, and ensure transparency standards are being met.  Additionally, 
professional development and training would primarily be coordinated through the local districts. 

 21



Implementation 
This option would best be installed over a two-year period.  Union leadership should be brought 
in at an early stage to aid in successful planning, training and implementation.  Training is vital 
to the success of this model. Professional development must be focused on finance, management, 
and leadership training for principals and teachers, while customer service and budget review 
training will be key for the central and local district office staff.  Technology systems must be 
updated to support the new functions performed at school sites and both school and district 
personnel will need training in these systems. 
 
This model can also be implemented as a pilot program as was seen in the Edmonton model.  
The district should pick a diverse variety of schools for the program if it were to use a pilot.  This 
would ensure that evaluation is measuring the decentralization model rather than the ability of a 
specific type of school (new, high-performance, small, etc.) to implement it.  The primary 
drawback of a pilot program is that it would require the district to run two different models 
concurrently which would mean two types of training programs, two types of software, two types 
of protocols, etc.  Pilot programs also pose risks as they offer another opportunity to undermine 
the model when the test period expires.  
 
Option 3 - Partial Decentralization 
 
Many aspects of the comprehensive decentralization model would be challenging to implement 
under current LAUSD conditions.  Therefore, we developed a partial decentralization model that 
could be easier to implement, while still possibly increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of 
the budgeting process.   

Disbursement of Funds 
The district would continue to use FTE staffing norms to allocate the bulk of general fund money 
to each individual school.  The district would control these funds and continue to “charge” each 
school for the amount of staff used per year.  However, as in option 2, the amount charged to 
each school would be the actual teacher salary versus the average district salary formula LAUSD 
currently uses. 
 
The principal would have discretion over the remainder of the general fund money allocated to 
each school after paying out salaries and benefits.  The central district office would continue to 
control the categorical money that comes from the federal and state government.  The one 
exception is Title I funding, which by law must be controlled by the SSC.  These councils would 
also serve as an advisory committee to the principal for the budgeting of his or her discretionary 
general fund money.  
 
Finally, the district would provide all services, such as maintenance, professional development, 
and human resources.  Accordingly, there would be no competition for services as the district 
would continue to hold its monopoly.  Additionally, competition among schools would not be 
extended.  Parents could continue to apply to move their children consistent with current federal 
and state guidelines, but this model would not expand school choice.   
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Accountability 
The same rigorous level of accountability outlined in option 2 is vital for this model to be 
effective.  Principals would be monitored by local district superintendents regarding their 
budgets, satisfaction of school staff, parents and students, and expected to improve test scores 
each year.   Local district superintendents would report their findings to the superintendent who 
has the ability to fire a principal if he or she does not meet these stringent accountability 
standards.   

Transparency 
The same tactics and strategies as outlined in option 2 would be utilized to allow parents, staff, 
and the community the means to assess a school’s performance. 

Role for Central/Local Districts 
The central office would still remain as a large directive organization, despite being diminished 
to some extent.  It would continue to be the sole service provider for the schools, and maintain a 
fairly large human resource office.  Additionally, it would control all state and federal categorical 
spending, as well as capital improvements, real estate acquisition, and debt service.   
 
The local districts would facilitate the job of principals, audit schools, and keep records of each 
school’s progress. 

Implementation 
A one-year implementation period is recommended since the principals would be taking on less 
responsibility as compared to a full decentralization model.  Professional development would 
still need to concentrate on financial and management training for principals, and customer 
service training for the central and local district office staff.  Further, a budgeting system should 
be developed to handle general fund money on site at the schools and categorical fund money at 
the central office.  Updated technology and paperwork would also be necessary for partial 
decentralization to be a success.   
 
Option 4 – Incremental Changes  
 
The final option developed for LAUSD is to continue using a centralized budgeting process and 
implement specific changes that would allow for improved school site governance in the short 
term and set the stage for the implementation of a decentralized model in the long term, should a 
window of opportunity present itself.   
 
It is important to note that current LAUSD efforts to build smaller schools and to create small 
learning communities within larger schools reinforce the changes in option.  Small 
schools/learning communities provide more management positions thus giving larger numbers of 
administrators and teachers the opportunity to learn hands-on management skills.  Additionally, 
these small schools/learning communities allow for increased flexibility and decision making 
power at the school site level since each will have a smaller student population.  Small learning 
communities allow principals to be even more aware of and responsive to student needs thus 
ensuring more effective programming. 
 

 23



Changes in this option include:   

Weighted Student Formula 
Under this model the district would devise and implement a WSF based on student and program 
characteristics (see Appendix 1 for examples) for the distribution of funds to schools.  While 
WSF itself does not change where ultimate decision making authority lies, it would help to create 
transparency in how schools are funded and promote funding equity among schools.  If political 
and economic circumstances change in the future, having a WSF in place would ease the 
implementation of budget and authority decentralization as a mechanization for funding based on 
students rather than programs and staff would already be in place. 

Actual Teacher Salaries 
In this option the district would charge schools the actual salary each teacher is paid instead of 
the average district teacher salary.  As described in Option 2, this change would help to balance 
teacher quality throughout the district. 

Training 
Teachers and principals already participate in ongoing training throughout the year.  This option 
would expand this training to topics such as finance, accounting, budgeting, management 
principals, leadership, consensus building, running a meeting, etc.  It would lay the groundwork 
for a smoother transition to decentralization down the road and teachers and principals would 
benefit from this training regardless of whether a decentralized model is ever implemented.  
Unlike options 3 and 4 which require significant training immediately, this option would allow 
the district to slowly phase in management skills training.   

Public Access to Budgets 
School budgeting would be made more transparent by publicizing the amount of funding each 
school receives and providing detailed and understandable reports on revenue sources and 
expenditures.  Individual school budgets would be published with test scores on each school’s 
website and would undoubtedly receive wide media attention.  The district would be responsible 
for compiling the budget data.  Additionally, each school site would be required to hold an 
annual public meeting to discuss school finance and achievement.  This would allow parents and 
community members to see how their tax dollars are being spent, and empower school faculty 
and staff to make recommendations on the use of funds.  

Staffing Plans 
The final component of this option would allow principals to develop staffing plans for their 
schools.  These plans would be required to fit within budgeting constraints (including federal and 
state funding constraints such as categorical funds) and union contract constraints.  This would 
allow a principal a small amount of flexibility in designing a staffing plan around the needs of 
his or her school.  For example if a high school needs more English teachers and less science 
teachers, the principal would have the ability to make this change quickly.  If a decentralized 
model is implemented in the future, principals would already have ample experience in this 
exercise. 
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Options Summary Chart 
 Option 1: Status 

Quo 
Option 2: 
Comprehensive 
Decentralization 

Option 3: Partial 
Decentralization 

Option 4: Incremental 
Changes 

Disbursement of 
Funds 

    

Overall  Almost all general 
and categorical 
funding retained by 
central district; Title I 
funds allocated to 
school site councils. 

All district categorical 
and general fund 
money would go into 
a single pot and be 
allocated to schools 
based on a weighted 
student formula.  

General fund 
money distributed 
to schools based 
on weighted 
student formula; 
categorical funding 
dollars maintained 
in central district. 

No change in general 
fund or categoricals, but 
the money would be 
allocated to school 
budgets by the central 
district according to a 
weighted student 
formula.   

Spending power Vast majority of 
power held by 
central district; small 
fund given to 
principals; Title I 
funds spent by site 
council. 

Vast majority of 
power held by 
principal; small piece 
of operating budget, 
plus capital and debt 
services spent by 
central district;  No 
spending power for 
site councils 

General fund 
dollars controlled 
by principal; 
categoricals spent 
at the central 
district level; Title I 
funds spent by site 
council. 

No change 

Budget process 
decision maker for 

each school. 

Central district with 
some principal input 

Principal with input 
from site council 

Principal and 
district 

Central district with 
some principal input 

Available service 
provider(s) 

School district School district and 
private contractors 

No change  No change 

Power over hiring 
and firing teachers 

School district Principal No change No change, but 
principals would have 
the ability to design 
staffing plans within the 
constraints of current 
union contracts. 

School choice Parents are allowed 
to move their 
children within a 
limited system of 
available options.  In 
2004 there were 
102,000 spots of 
choice (13.6% of 
total enrollment). 

Complete choice by 
parents.  Seats in full 
schools would be 
determined by 
lottery. 

No change 
 

No change 
 

Accountability Principals serve at 
the discretion of the 
superintendent, but 
no clear, public 
accountability 
structure is in place.  

Principals are 
accountable for 
standardized test 
scores; satisfaction 
of school staff, 
parents, students; 
budget audits 

Principals are 
accountable for 
standardized test 
scores; satisfaction 
of school staff, 
parents, students; 
budget audits 

No change, but school-
level budgets make it 
easier for 
superintendent to judge 
principal performance. 

Transparency Test scores are 
reported for each 
school.  Budgets are 
only prepared at the 
district level. 

Test scores and 
budgets reported at 
the district, school-
site and subgroup 
level.  

Test scores and 
budgets reported at 
the district, school-
site and subgroup 
level. 

Test scores and 
budgets reported at the 
district, school-site and 
subgroup level. 
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Options Summary Chart (cont.)    
 Option 1: Status 

Quo 
Option 2: 
Comprehensive 
Decentralization 

Option 3: Partial 
Decentralization 

Option 4: Incremental 
Changes 

Role for 
Central/Local 
District Offices 

Large, directive 
organization; 
budgeting at district 
and school-site 
level; sole services 
provider; human 
resources; capital 
improvements; 
spend most 
categorical and 
general funds 

One of many service 
providers; human 
resources; capital 
improvements; 
facilitate job of 
principals; audit 
schools. 

Sole service 
provider; human 
resources; capital 
improvements; 
facilitate job of 
principals; audit 
schools; spend 
categorical funds. 

Budgeting at district and 
school-site level; sole 
service provider; human 
resources; capital 
improvements; facilitate 
job of principals; audit 
schools; spend most 
categorical and general 
funds. 

Implementation N/A 2 years 1 year Immediate 
 
 
ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS AND RECOMMENDATION 
 
After reviewing the four options to make budgeting in LAUSD more efficient and effective, we 
recommend option 4 – the incremental changes model.  Given our criteria and the current 
constraints facing the district, the recommended changes would allow the district to focus on the 
specific needs of its current students and provide for a gradual transition period that can aid 
LAUSD in fully decentralizing at a later date. 
 
While option 1 is politically and logistically feasible, the status quo has not proven to be an 
efficient means for delivering funds to students, does not include a serious accountability 
structure, and we question its sustainability given current state and federal budget deficits.  
Option 2 offers an opportunity for more equitable and efficient distribution of funding, flexible 
programming tailored to special student populations and extensive accountability.  Additionally, 
it could be highly sustainable.  However, it faces significant political, economic and logistical 
barriers and its success is unlikely.  Option 3 mitigates some of the financial and logistical 
barriers of comprehensive decentralization, yet the costs of decentralization are still substantial.  
Furthermore, this model may still face political challenges, and its benefits are limited due to its 
small scope.  Additionally, the option’s sustainability is questionable. 
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Analysis of Options Chart 
 

 Political 
Feasibility 

Logistical 
Feasibility 

Economic 
Feasibility Accountability Sustainability

Option 1: 
Maintain Status Quo      

Option 2: 
Comprehensive 
Decentralization 

     
Option 3: 

Partial 
Decentralization 

     
Option 4: 

Incremental Changes      
 
Key: : yes, fits criterion 
         : no, does not fit criterion 
         : neutral, could go either way 
 
Option 1 – Let Present Trends Continue 

Political Feasibility 
This option is politically feasible as there has not been sufficient political will to alter the system.  
On the other hand, there is also little praise for the way budgeting is done.  The budget is too 
complex for union leaders, parents, and even staff to truly understand how money is disbursed 
throughout the district.  The budget is hidden from analysis which may mute some political 
controversy.   

Logistical Feasibility 
Maintaining the status quo does not require change and is therefore, logistically feasible.  The 
LAUSD budget has been prepared the same way for the past decade.  Yet, it is so complex that 
most school principals do not understand or realize how much money they have at their disposal.  
By simply looking at the “easy-to-read” graph explaining the disbursement of funds to different 
categories, one would not know that the general fund included salaries, benefits, and supplies for 
all the schools.   

Economic Feasibility 
The current budget process does not allow LAUSD to deliver funds efficiently or deal well with 
the economic downturns that state and local governments are facing.   Funds are primarily 
distributed from the district to the schools based on average salaries of teachers and not on a per 
student basis.  Also, it is difficult for the district to cut school funding, even in slow economic 
periods.  As a result, changes must be implemented to help LAUSD deal more effectively with 
further losses of revenue. There is not indication that more money is coming to the district and 
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currently, the budget does not offer a way for LAUSD to deal with insufficient funds, unless the 
district staff decides to make extreme cuts to the schools. 

Accountability 
The status quo offers little accountability.  The process is so complicated that the district budget 
and individual school budgets are not posted for public view.  Additionally, the number of 
categories used to evaluate the budget is overly cumbersome.  Finally, the current budget process 
relies on numbers from previous years or on averages over a period of years.  As a result, there is 
no way to evaluate the accuracy of these numbers or whether money is going to the school sites 
and programs where it is most needed.   As the budget allocation process unfolds, the public does 
not know who participates in meetings, how funds are distributed, and whether or not there are 
any changes. 

Sustainability 
The current budgetary process is not sustainable due to the financial condition of the federal, 
state, and local governments.  There is fear that further cuts will have to be made at every level 
throughout the district if change is not implemented.  Schools are reaching their breaking points 
in terms of stretching funds as far as they can go and may be unable to handle another round of 
cuts.  If funds continue to be distributed based on current methods, schools risk increased 
inequity of funding within the district, as well as across the board cuts that will significantly 
affect schools.  Additionally, budget cuts can hit a school’s most crucial program instead of 
being flexible to the needs of individual schools. Without adjustments to the budget system, the 
district could face drastic changes such as dissolution.  
 
Option 2 – Comprehensive Decentralization 
 
Political Feasibility 
Without the full support, commitment and leadership of the superintendent, it is almost 
impossible for comprehensive decentralization to be implemented successfully.  Superintendent 
Romer appears committed to a centralized system and is unlikely to support this model.   

 
Until a substantial decentralization model is proposed by the superintendent or the Board, the 
unions will not take an official position on the comprehensive decentralization concept.  When 
contacted, UTLA and Associated Administrators of Los Angeles (AALA) would not comment 
on SBB as a general proposition for the district.  It is difficult to anticipate principals’ reaction to 
the comprehensive decentralization model.  The results of our principal survey demonstrate that 
principals “disagree” with LAUSD’s budgeting decisions and would like more control over their 
school’s budget.36  The median response indicates that principals feel LAUSD has “way too 
much” control over budgeting. Thus, principals are likely to have an interest in comprehensive 
decentralization that will give them additional authority.  However, principals feel their main 
role should be one of an instructional leader, not an operations manager. 16 principals out of 50 
answered that they spend most of the average school day on operations and budgeting and 17 
said instruction and observing classrooms.  Yet, only one respondent said they want to spend 
most of their time on operations and budgeting while 47 preferred instruction and observing 
                                                 
36 Median response to “LAUSD’s central office does a good job of budgeting for my school” was “disagree.” 
Median response to “I would like more authority over the budget at my school” was “strongly agree.” 
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classrooms.  Additionally, our survey did not reveal support for any accountability method.  It 
remains to be seen if the recent changes in UTLA leadership will result in UTLA support of, or 
opposition to, a comprehensive decentralization model.  However, if this model is chosen, it 
would be wise to bring the unions into the planning and implementation process from the very 
beginning to ensure their support.    
 
Many central and local district staff members may be opposed to this model as it puts their job 
security at risk.  Most district staff members would either be reallocated or let go as this model 
drastically cuts the role of the central office.  The district’s experience with LEARN 
demonstrates that buy-in from central office staff is key to the success of a decentralization plan. 
 
Logistical Feasibility 
The comprehensive decentralization model poses large logistical challenges in implementation as 
it requires a virtual overhaul of the entire district including: deep cuts to and retraining of district 
and local staff; extensive training of principals, teachers and school staff; and significant 
technology upgrades to handle the new budgeting processes.   
 
We have recommended a two year implementation period.  It is questionable whether this 
affords the district enough time to implement the structure, training, and technology changes 
requisite for success.  The option risks being dragged out indefinitely and languishing before it 
ever takes hold if additional time were taken.  Additionally, the two-year implementation period 
increases the potential for dissenting groups to undermine the decentralization model.  However, 
if important stakeholders are not supportive of the decentralization plan in general, it will not be 
successfully implemented regardless of the timeframe.  
 
Economic Feasibility 
Comprehensive decentralization is not economically feasible at this time.  This is due to current 
state and federal budget deficits coupled with prohibitively high upfront cost of training and 
technology upgrades requisite for implementation.  It is difficult to estimate these costs because 
training programs vary widely from district to district and costs are not identified as budget line 
items.  Our survey results demonstrate that training will need to be extensive.  Principals have 
very little academic experience with finance, accounting, and management education.  Of the 80 
undergraduate and graduate degrees received by the sample principals, only three were in those 
academic fields.  The median principal in the survey has completed one class in business 
administration, finance and public administration, and none in accounting.  In addition, few 
principals have private sector management experience.  If local, state, and federal budgets 
recover enough to allow for funds to be committed to the initial investment necessary for 
implementation, the comprehensive decentralization model may result in improved budget 
decision making based on the needs of individual schools. 
 
Accountability 
The comprehensive decentralization model includes substantial accountability and transparency 
measures that ensure the lessons learned from the district’s experiment with LEARN are heeded. 
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Sustainability 
This option is highly sustainable as it requires complex, structural change and the work 
associated with reverting back to a completely centralized model would be prohibitive.    
However, if it is not implemented appropriately to start, there will be significant room for 
opponents to resist change and sink the plan’s full operation.  
  
Option 3 – Partial Decentralization  
 
Political Feasibility 
As mentioned previously, the unions are not actively opposed to implementing a decentralization 
model.  The increase in principals’ managing responsibilities would be less substantial under this 
model than under the comprehensive decentralization model, since the district would still 
provide all services and maintain control of state and federal categorical funds.  Yet the 
principals would be given more control over budgeting than they currently have.  Results of our 
survey suggest that this balance will likely convince principals to buy in to a partial 
decentralization model. 
 
The fact that the district would maintain control of all services might convince Superintendent 
Romer of the merits of granting principals additional authority, despite his commitment to a 
centralized model.  
  
Logistical Feasibility 
Partial decentralization is logistically realistic.  This option would not require any changes to 
union contracts or state and federal laws.  However, the plan does not clarify the budget to a 
significant degree as there would still be several layers of authority for the different pots of 
revenues and expenditures. 

 
Economic Feasibility 
Although partial decentralization would not require as much training as comprehensive 
decentralization, it would still cost quite a bit of money.  As discussed earlier, principals lack 
experience with management education.  Principals would not bear the additional strain of 
budgeting for services and within categorical restrictions as compared to comprehensive 
decentralization.  However, they would still require additional training in order to effectively 
execute their new budgeting authority.  Professional development would also be required for 
district staff in order to provide support to local school sites.  The school site and district training 
necessary has high costs and the ability of LAUSD to secure needed funding is questionable. 
 
While this option would require additional training and technology, these changes are not beyond 
the ability of LAUSD to implement.  However, the amount of money given to principals would 
be relatively small under this model, potentially only an additional 2% of the budget.  
 
Accountability 
The partial decentralization option includes a rigorous accountability system that should prevent 
gross misuse of funds and provide for the removal of ineffective principals.  The accountability 
measures included in this option should prevent the problems associated with the lack of 
accountability under the LEARN model. 
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Sustainability 
The partial decentralization model is somewhat easy to reverse, given that it is closer to the 
status quo than comprehensive decentralization.  Several districts implemented more extensive 
decentralization models and are now in the process of re-centralizing certain services. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: OPTION 4 – INCREMENTAL CHANGES 

Political Feasibility 
All of the proposed incremental changes are currently politically feasible within LAUSD.  There 
will be challenges to implementation, especially implementation of WSF and actual teacher 
salaries.  Wealthier school communities that currently benefit from the hidden subsidy in average 
district salaries may fight the switch to actual school salaries and there is some speculation that 
wealthier parents may remove their children from LAUSD as a result of the change (for fear of 
losing excellent teachers).  The fears of these parents and other political challenges can be 
minimized by utilizing a committee of teachers, principals, parents, budget staff, and community 
members to formulate a resource allocation formula for the district.  Parents at schools that serve 
wealthier communities may be willing to accept the new system if they are given a louder voice 
in school decisions.  Additionally, as these changes result in overall educational improvement in 
LAUSD, families that have sent their children to private schools may be drawn back to the 
district.  
 
There will be some political resistance to increased transparency, as no principal will want to see 
his or her school singled out.  Still, this is one of the most important improvements the district 
can make to gain more integrity in its budgetary process.  It is crucial for the public to have the 
ability to evaluate how LAUSD money is distributed and spent in order for the rest of the 
incremental changes to work.  Finally, staffing plans and updated principal training should meet 
very little political resistance, as should small schools and learning communities since the 
superintendent is already pursuing their development throughout the district.   

Logistical Feasibility 
The incremental changes model does not drastically change LAUSD’s structure but offers a large 
enough impact to promote more effective budgeting at the district level.  Further, current 
structures are in place to address the budgetary accompanying this option and will provide a 
seamless transition to the new budgeting formulas.  There will be challenges to implementing 
these recommendations, but they should not be prohibitive if key stakeholders are supportive of 
the changes. 

Economic Feasibility 
Since LAUSD does not currently have the surplus funding needed to implement a full scale 
decentralization model, our recommendation allows the district to maximize available funds 
within the current constraints.  We also believe that the incremental changes model will 
distribute funds to schools more efficiently than current structures, and give principals increased 
freedom to develop programs and buy materials specific to the needs of their schools.   
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Extensive training is required for both the district and the schools to successfully transition to 
SBB.  Option 4 allows the district to spread the costs of similar, yet less extensive, training out 
over a longer period of time.  The costs to the district may be reduced in the future, as the 
governor has proposed the establishment of a Chief Business Officer (CBO) training program.  
This program will include training in school finance, leadership, and operations.  The CBO 
Training Program is aimed specifically at training district and county office administrators, not 
principals and teachers.   

Accountability 
It is critical that LAUSD improve accountability within its budgeting process.  The incremental 
changes model includes a transparency component as outlined in option 2 precisely for this 
reason.   

Sustainability 
Our incremental changes model allows LAUSD to gradually transition to a decentralized model 
in the future, if the political opportunity arises.  These recommendations start to move LAUSD’s 
budget process to the school and student level, and away from the district level.  The district will 
have a WSF in place if they decide to distribute resources directly to schools.  Principals will 
have more experience with staffing plans and financial management techniques.   
 
Some of our changes such as the use of a WSF, actual teacher salaries and public access to 
budgets, are highly sustainable if implemented with the support of the unions, parents, students, 
and community members.  Once they are implemented, it will be politically difficult to move 
away from them.  The rest could be subject to the political will of the superintendent or Board.  
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Site-based management may successfully transform LAUSD in the future, prompting innovation 
and more effective decision making and programming.  However, given the current political and 
economic environments, implementation is unlikely to be successful at this time.  Additionally 
there is no clear evidence of improvement in academic achievement or financial stability in the 
districts that have implemented SBM.  In fact, as they face economic difficulties, many of these 
districts are partially re-centralizing.  We believe incremental changes can improve the 
flexibility, equality, accountability and transparency in the district’s finances, while laying the 
groundwork for a potential shift to more extensive site-based decision making should the 
opportunity arise.  These recommendations will improve the educational conditions for 
LAUSD’s current students without creating unnecessary risks.
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APPENDIX 1: WEIGHTED STUDENT FORMULAS  
 
The following outlines the current student allocation formulas in Houston, Seattle and San Francisco. 
 
Houston WSF (2004-2005) 
 
Enrollment and ADA are used to calculate the grade level units which are then added to mobility units and special population units.  Each special 
population is assigned a weighting factor.  The sum of the units is then multiplied by the base funding level of $2,802 to give the school’s resource 
allocation.  In some cases, schools receive additional funding and adjustments, but the vast majority is assigned based on this formula. 
 

Special Population Units – Students who are more expensive to educate 
are allocated more funding.  The number of students is multiplied by these 
weighting factors at each school. 

School Units Mobility Units 

Free/Reduced 
Priced Lunch x 
.50 + At Risk x .50 

Special 
Education 

Gifted 
and 
Talented 

English 
Language 
Learners 

Career and 
Technical 
(Vocational) 
Education 

Enrollment x .25 + 
Average Daily 
Attendance x .75 

School units x 
.1 if mobility > 
40%   

1.15 1.15 1.12 1.1 1.37 

 
School units: Total enrollment is multiplied by .25 and then added to the school’s average daily attendance which is multiplied by .75 to calculate the 
number of school units.  Those units are multiplied by .1 if the school meets the student mobility exceeds 40%.   
 
Then, the school’s special populations are given extra standing.  Each group is summed, then that number is multiplied by the appropriate weighting 
factor. Those products are re-summed to calculate the school’s special population units.   
 
Each site’s school units, mobility units and special population units are then summed to find the total units.  The total units are multiplied by the base 
funding level ($2,802 in 2004-2005) to find the School Resource Allocation. 
 
School units + mobility units + Special Population units = Total units 
Total units x base funding ($2,713) = School Resource Allocation  
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Example of the use of the WSF to determine the resource allocation of one school in HISD: 
 

GRADE LEVEL AND MOBILITY UNITS
ITEM 1: Grade-Level Units Average Daily Attendance Rate = 97.1%

Enrollment ADA Weight Weighted Grade Level Units
EE 0 0 x 0.5 = 0 Weighted Units
PK 0 0 x 0.5 = 0 Weighted Units
KN 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
01 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
02 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
03 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
04 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
05 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
06 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
07 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
08 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
09 0 0 x 1 = 0 Weighted Units
10 500 486 x 1 = 486 Weighted Units
11 500 485 x 1 = 486 Weighted Units
12 500 486 x 1 = 486 Weighted Units

Total 1,500 1457 = 1457 Total Weighted Grade
Level Units

ITEM 2: Mobility Units Mobility Rate 16.8
Applies only if >40% 1457 x 0 = 0 Units

SPECIAL POPULATION UNITS
ITEM 3: State Compensatory Education Units (Fund 142)

Free / RL Count 724 x 50% = 362
At Risk Count 100 x 50% = 50

412 x 0.15 = 61.8 Units

ITEM 4: Special Educaiton Identified/Served Units
Special Education Students 10 x 0.15 = 1.5 Units

ITEM 5: Gifted and Talented Units (Fund 108)
GT Students 75 x 0.12 = 9 Units

ITEM 6: CATE Units (Fund 143)
CATE FTE's 0 x 0.35 = 0 Units

ITEM 7: ELL "LEP" Units (Fund 144)
ELL "LEP" Students 500 x 0.1 = 50 Units

ITEM 8: Total Special Population Units = 122.3 Units

Total Refined Units (Sum of Items 1, 2 and 8) = 1579 Units

BASIC RESOURCE ALLOCATION
ITEM 9: BASE RESOURCE ALLOCATION

Total Refined Units 1579 x $2,802 = $4,424,358
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Seattle WSF 
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(Grade level weight + Student Characteristics Weight) x Base Funding Factor = Student Revenue 
For the 2004-2005 school year, the Base Funding Factor is roughly $2,930, up from $2850 the year before. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



San Francisco WSF 
 
WEIGHTED FACTORS AND RESPECTIVE WEIGHTS (2005-2006 PROJECTED) 
 

ELL Special Education Grade 
Level 

Base 
Long Term-
Non 
Redesignated 

Beginning/ 
Intermediate

Advanced/ 
Transitional

Socio-
Economic 
Status 

Resource 
Specialist 
Program 

Special 
Day 
Class 
Non-
Severe 

Special 
Day 
Class 
Severe 

K 1.3300  0.0781 0.0605 0.0900 0.0097 0.0179 0.0315 

1-3 1.3300  0.0781 0.0605 0.0900 0.0097 0.0179 0.0315 

4-5 1.0000  0.0781 0.0605 0.0900 0.0097 0.0179 0.0315 

6-8 1.1402 0.0937 0.0937 0.0605 0.0900 0.0097 0.0189 0.0328 

9-12 1.1900 0.0937 0.2070 0.0605 0.0900 0.0097 0.0189 0.0328 
 
Each school’s budget = Foundation Allocation + (Numbers of Students X Respective Weights X Base 
Funding Factor) + Floor Plan funding 
 
 
DOLLARS ASSOCIATED WITH BASE FUNDING OF $2,560.94 (2005-2006 projected) 
 

ELL Special Education Grade 
Level 

Base 
Long Term-
Non 
Redesignated 

Beginning/ 
Intermediate 

Advanced/ 
Transitional 

Socio-
Economic 
Status 

Resource 
Specialist 
Program 

Special 
Day 
Class 
Non-
Severe 

Special 
Day 
Class 
Severe 

K $3,406 $0 $200 $155 $230 $25 $46 $81 
1-3 $3,406 $0 $200 $155 $230 $25 $46 $81 

4-5 $2,561 $0 $200 $155 $230 $25 $46 $81 

6-8 $2,920 $240 $240 $155 $230 $25 $48 $84 

9-12 $3,048 $240 $530 $155 $230 $25 $48 $84 
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APPENDIX 2: SURVEY METHODOLOGY  
 
We constructed a systematic stratified random sample of 135 of the 1,042 school centers within LAUSD.   
In order to get a representative sample, we divided the list of schools by local district number and grade 
level.  The appropriate number of schools per grade level was determined by the percentage of student 
population at each level.  For instance, we found that in 2004-2005, 43.8% of LAUSD’s students were 
enrolled in elementary school.  Therefore, 43.8% of the schools in the survey were sampled from all 
elementary schools.  Using this formula, we mailed questionnaires to the principals of 61 elementary, 31 
middle, 34 senior high and 9 other schools.  To minimize the impact of principals who fall well outside 
the realm of traditional K-12 schools in LAUSD, we eliminated adult schools, charters and special 
education schools which left 690 possible elementary, middle and high schools, plus span schools, in the 
population.  Each of the numbers of schools per grade level was divided by eight and an equal number of 
schools was assigned to each district.  The assignment was done such that each district had equal numbers 
of schools.  The appropriate number of schools was then selected from the population of each district by 
assigning each school an ID number, and then choosing a starting point and interval (ranging from two to 
nine) from a random number list.    
 
The questionnaires were then mailed to each principal in the sample along with a letter from the client and 
a mandatory IRB notice outlining the respondent’s rights.  The package included a postage-paid return 
envelope.  Follow-up postcards were mailed the following week.   
 
Fifty-one principals returned the completed questionnaire: 20 elementary, 13 middle, 17 senior high, and 
one span school.  As can be seen in Table 1, we have a slight under-sample of elementary principals with 
over-samples of middle and senior high school principals.  Table 2 shows the breakdown by 
demographics and various special population categories.  The sample schools are similar to the district in 
ethnic composition and rate of native speakers and low-income students.  Table 3 provides recent 
Academic Performance Index (API) base and growth scores as surrogates for academic achievement.  The 
API is California’s primary testing and accountability program.  Depending on whether one looks at the 
mean or median as the measure of center, the sample schools were either ahead or behind the district on 
the 2003 API.  Either way, the difference was substantial, but not overwhelming.  The sample’s median 
2004 API growth was almost equal to the district’s score, but the mean was slightly higher.  Both are 
close enough not to be sources of concern.  One factor that cannot be measured with these data is response 
bias based on opinions of budget decentralization.  There could have been an added incentive to reply by 
those principals who feel strongly one way or another about the issues covered in the questionnaire.  This 
problem cannot be controlled for in this analysis.  
 
Table1: Sample by Grade Level 

 # of Mailed 
Questionnaires 

# of Returned 
Questionnaires

Percentage of 
Sample

Percentage 
of Student Population

Elementary 61 20 39.2 43.8
Middle 31 13 25.5 22.4

Senior High 34 17 33.3 25.2
Other 9 1 2.0 8.6
Total 135 51 100 100
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Table 2: Sample by Demographics and Special Populations 
 Sample School 

Mean
Sample School 

Median District Average
%  Non-White/Non-Asian  83.4 92.6 86.7

% English Language Learner 41.0 41.9 43.8
% Free and/or Reduced Lunch  75.6 80.8 76.5

% Compensatory Education* 95.7 109.3 94.2
% CalWorks 14.0 13.8 14.4

 
*Students are counted for this category if they participate in federal Title I and/or state Economic Impact Aid/State 
Compensatory Education (EIA/SCE) programs.  Therefore, some students are counted more than once and totals 
can exceed 100%. 
 
 
 
Table 3: Sample by Academic Achievement 

 Sample School 
Mean

Sample School 
Median District Average

2003 API Base 637.1 605.0 622.0
2004 API Growth 647.7 635.0 634.0
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APPENDIX 3: PRINCIPAL SURVEY 
 

Thank you for choosing to participate in our survey!  Your contribution to this research project is 
fundamental to its success and we appreciate your contribution to the knowledge on this subject.  In 
order for your responses to be most effective for this project, it is important that you mail your 
completed questionnaire in the enclosed envelope by March 1, 2005. You can be assured that your 
responses will remain anonymous and be kept strictly confidential.  While we are confident that the 
following questions do not pose any risk to you, UCLA mandates that we must provide you with 
information to help you in the event that you find the questionnaire to be harmful or threatening.  
Please find it included in this packet. 
 
Thank you, 
UCLA School of Public Affairs Research Team 
 
 
SECTION I - Background 
1. How long have you been the principal of your school?  

 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Were you ever the principal of another school?  
 

 yes 
 no 

 
3. If Yes, for how long? 

 
                        years 

 
4. Please list all of your undergraduate and graduate degrees, along with your specialization/major if 

there was one.  
 

Undergraduate Degrees:  Specialization/Major: 
 

______________________  __________________________________ 
 
______________________  __________________________________ 
 
Graduate Degrees:   Specialization/Major: 
 
______________________  __________________________________ 
 
______________________  __________________________________ 
 
______________________  __________________________________ 
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5. How many classes have you taken in each of the following subjects, as either an undergraduate or 
graduate student?  

 
Accounting: _____ classes 
 
Education classes in an education department or school: _____ classes 
 
Education classes in other departments (ex: sociology): _____ classes 
 
Finance: _____classes 
 
Business Administration: ____ classes 
 
Public Administration: ____ classes 

 
6. What job(s) did you hold before becoming a principal? (Please list occupations—such as teacher, police 

officer, investment banker--  not employers or durations of service) 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
SECTION II - The job of a principal 

7. What do you think the primary role of a principal in LAUSD is currently? (We are interested in what 
your primary role is currently. We ask later in the survey what you think your primary role should be.) 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
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8. What do you think the primary role of a principal in LAUSD should be? 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 

 
 

9. On what do you spend most of your time during the average school day? 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

 
10. On what do you WANT to spend most of your time during the average school day? 

 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
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11. How would you describe the amount of authority that LAUSD’s central office has over the 
following areas of school management: (Please circle one number in each row) 

 
 Way too little Too little The right amount Too much Way too much 

 
a) Budgeting 1 2 3 4 5 
b) Curriculum 1 2 3 4 5 
c) Maintenance 1 2 3 4 5 
d) Scheduling 1 2 3 4 5 

 
 
12. LAUSD’s central office does a good job of budgeting for my school: (Please circle only one) 
 

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 
 

13. The local council does a good job of budgeting for my school: (Please circle only one) 
 

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 
 
14. LAUSD’s principals generally have enough input on how funding is allocated among the different 

expenses in their schools: (Please circle only one) 
 

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 
 
15. If you had total control over all of the money being spent in your school, what are the three most 

important things you would change? (Please list responses IN ORDER OF IMPORTANCE) 
 
1) ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3) ____________________________________________________________________________  
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 43

16. Describe how you would change the spending (if at all) for the following categories of your 
school’s budget: (Please circle one number in each row) 

 
 Decrease 

Greatly 
Decrease 
Slightly 

No Change Increase 
Slightly 

Increase 
Greatly 

      
a) Maintenance  1 2 3 4 5 

 
b) Food Services 1 2 3 4 5 

 
c) Professional Teacher 
Development 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

d) Management Training 1 2 3 4 5 
 

e) Teacher Salaries 1 2 3 4 5 
 

f) Administrative Salaries 1 2 3 4 5 
 

g) Other (Please list) 
_______________________ 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

h) Other (Please list) 
_______________________ 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

i) Other (Please list) 
_______________________ 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

 
 
17. I would like more authority over the budget at my school 
 

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 
 
18. I would be willing to give up some of the job security in my contract in exchange for greater 

budget authority at my school: (Please circle only one)   
 

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 
 

19. I would be willing to give up some of the job security in my contract in exchange for greater 
curriculum authority at my school: (Please circle only one)   

 
Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree 
Disagree Strongly Disagree 
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20. Part a) is for High School Principals only:  
 

a) If LAUSD had to pick one measure for the success of its principals, which of the following 
would you recommend? (Please circle only one) 

 
Growth/Change in API Scores 
 
College Acceptance Rates 
 
Dropout/Graduation Rates 
 
Other Standardized Test Scores 
 
Parent Satisfaction 
 
Percentage of Students who Perform at Grade Level 
 
Other (Please List):________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Part b) is for All other Principals:  
 
b)If LAUSD had to pick one measure for the success of its principals, which of the following 
would you recommend? (Please circle only one) 

 
Growth/Change in API Scores 
 
Other Standardized Test Scores 
 
Parent Satisfaction 
 
Percentage of Students who Perform at Grade Level 
 
Other (Please List):________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
21. Principals’ salaries should be tied to the gains in student test scores (either from one year to the 

next or from fall to spring)  at their school: (Please circle only one) 
 

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Disagree Strongly Disagree 

 
22. Principals’ job security should be tied to the student test scores at their school: (Please circle only one) 
 

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Disagree Strongly Disagree 

  
 
 
 



APPENDIX 4: SURVEY RESULTS
SECTION I - BACKGROUND

Questions 1-3: Average service time of principals

Mean 88.45 months
7.37 years

Median 66 months
5.5 years

Question 4: Educational background
Undergraduate majors
Economics 1
Finance 0
Accounting 0
Management 0
Total 51

Graduate majors
Economics 1
Finance 1
Accounting 0
Management 0
Total 29

Question 5 : Number of classes per subject
Mean Median

Education 20.65 20
Accounting 0.78 0
Business Administration 1.15 1
Finance 1.55 1
Public Administration 1.60 1

Question 6: Previous jobs held
School-Related Frequency
Teacher 49

43
36

Other School Personnel 24
Advisor 9
Dean 9

Non-School Related Frequency
3

Sales 6
Other Public 9

10

49% have served as princpal of more than one school.

Assistant Principal
Program Coordinator

Other Private/Nonprofit

Operations Manager

35% listed private sector experience.

Question 5: Number of classes per subject area
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SECTION II - THE JOB OF A PRINCIPAL

Frequency
22
16
10
8
8
7
5
4
4

14

Frequency
35
15
6
3
3
3

11

Current Want
25 16
17 47
16 1
15 0
13 0
12 2
8 0
8 2
6 2
5 8
3 8
3 0
2 1
1 0
1 0
1 1
1 0
1 0
0 1

2 principals reported complete matches.

Other

Question 9 and 10: On what do you spend/WANT to 
spend most of your time during the average school 
day?

Frequency

22 principals reported some match of current and desired 
responsibilities.  

Working with students, parents, teachers
Instruction/observing classrooms

Operations/Budget
Paperwork

Working with/responding to District
Problem Solving/Trouble shooting

General leadership
Operational Management

Facilitator
Promote Learning

Student Achievement/Test Scores

Preparing for/attending meetings
Personnel

Superivision
Instituting school plan

Professional Development
Discipline

Safety
Purchasing

Reviewing test data
Writing bulletins

Facilities
Making sure school runs smoothly

Read about research

Administrative/Pushing Paper
Facillitator

Other

Question 8: What do you think the primary role of a 
principal in LAUSD should be?

Instructional/Curriculum Leadership

Question 7: What do you think the primary role of a 
principal in LAUSD is currently?

Instructional/Curriculum Leader
Operations Manager

District compliance

Safety
Raising test scores

State and Federal compliance

Creating school culture

Question 7: What do you think the current role is 
of a principal in LAUSD?

22
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Question 8: What do you think the primary role of a principal in LAUSD should be?
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Question 11: How would you describe the amount 
of authority that LAUSD’s central office has over 
the following areas of school management: 

Budgeting

Curriculum

Maintenance

Scheduling

Way too 
little

1

Too little

2

The right 
amount

3

 Too 
much

4

Way too 
much

5

=Median   = 95% CI =Mean

Question 12: LAUSD’s central office does a good 
job of budgeting for my school.

Question 13: The local council does a good job of 
budgeting for my school.

Question 14: LAUSD’s principals generally have 
enough input on how funding is allocated among 
the different expenses in their schools.

Strongly 
Agree

1

Agree

2

Neither Agree 
Nor Disagree

3

 Disagree

4

Strongly 
Disagree

5

=Median   = 95%  C I =Mean
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Frequency
More flexibility in spending money 30

line items/budget restrictions/transfers 26
less paperwork 7

Timely access to funds 5
carryover of funds 5

approvals 5
timing 1

Personnel Changes 22
Change type of hire 18

Change salary 5
Change process 2

Smaller class sizes 8
Facilities/Furniture 8

Instructional materials 5
Professional development 6
Private sector contracting 4

Better information 3
Improve purchasing 3

Safety 3
Other 12

Question 15: If you had total control over all of the 
money being spent in your school, what are the 
three most important things you would change?

Question 16: Describe how you would change the 
spending (if at all) for the following categories of 
your school's budget.

a) Maintenance

b) Food Services

c) Professional Teacher Development

d) Management Training

e) Teacher Salaries

f) Administrative Salaries

Other mentioned categories

Increase Greatly: Supervision personnel (4 mentions); health services (3 mentions); flexible teaching/learning 

Increase Slightly

 48

: Classified salaries; computers; technology.
No change: Coaches; assistant principals.
Decrease Greatly: Busing and transportation.

 

schedules; counseling personnel; Administration coaching; Classified personnel; technology; facilities; security; 
summer teachers; teacher coaching; career and college planning; technical support.

Decrease 
greatly

1

Decrease 
slightly

2

No change

3

 Increase 
slightly

4

Increase 
greatly

5

=Median   = 95%  C I =Mean



Frequency
11
11
7
5
4
2
9

16
15

% of Students at Grade Level

Question 20: If LAUSD had to pick one measure for 
the success of its principals, which of the following 
would you recommend?

Parent Satisfaction
Staff/Teacher Satisfaction

Growth/Change in API Scores

Multiple, unspecified measures
Student Satisfaction

Other
Combination
No response

f) Administrative Salaries

Other mentioned categories

Increase Slightly: Classified salaries; computers; technology.
No change: Coaches; assistant principals.
Decrease Greatly: Busing and transportation.

 

Increase Greatly: Supervision personnel (4 mentions); health services (3 mentions); flexible teaching/learning 
schedules; counseling personnel; Administration coaching; Classified personnel; technology; facilities; security; 
summer teachers; teacher coaching; career and college planning; technical support.

=Median   = 95% CI =Mean

Question 21: Principals’ salaries should be tied to 
the gains in student test scores (either from one 
year to the next or from fall to spring)  at their 
school.

Question 22 Principals’ job security should be 
tied to the student test scores at their school.

Strongly 
Agree

1

Agree

2

Neither Agree 
Nor Disagree

3

 Disagree

4

Strongly 
Disagree

5

=Median   = 95% CI =Mean

Question 17: I would like more authority over the 
budget at my school.

Question 18: I would be willing to give up some of 
the job security in my contract in exchange for 
greater budget authority at my school.

Question 19: I would be willing to give up some of 
the job security in my contract in exchange for 
greater curriculum authority at my school.

Strongly 
Agree

1

Agree

2

Neither Agree 
Nor Disagree

3

 Disagree

4

Strongly 
Disagree

5

 49
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