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lessons from a grassroots movement for educational equity in los angeles
 
 

introduCtion

In June 2004, the initial gathering of over 30 organizations marked the beginning of a coordinated effort to 
effect unprecedented reform in the second largest school district in the country. Two years later, between 
May and September 2006, individuals who participated in this countywide coalition for educational equity 
were asked by United Way of Greater Los Angeles to share their experiences and to recall the factors that 
contributed to the success of their efforts. This is their story. 

 

With the documentation of this significant story, United Way of Greater Los Angeles hopes to 

communicate the intricate processes and planning that led to the A–G resolution in the Los Angeles 

Unified School District so that grassroots organizations, policy-makers, and other leaders who are fighting 

for similar causes in California and across the nation can discover how success can be realized in their 

own communities. To achieve great victories in social justice as one coalition did in Los Angeles, we must 

reflect upon the lessons learned through this inspiring story, which has become a symbol for our own 

struggle with the day-to-day challenges that affect our communities and our own ability to triumph when 

we unite to overcome. Thus, this story belongs to us all.
 

Interviewees

 Goldie Buchanan  Executive Director, African American Parent Community Coalition for Education Equity

 veronica melvin  Executive Director, Alliance for a Better Community

 Alberto retana  Director of Organizing, Community Coalition

 Anonymous youth  Community Coalition’s South Central Youth Empowered Through Action (SC-YEA)

 russlynn Ali  Executive Director, Education Trust-West

 dr. linda murray  Superintendent in Residence, Education Trust-West 

 maria casillas  President, Families in Schools

 maria Brenes  Director of Youth Organizing, InnerCity Struggle 

 luis Sanchez  Executive Director, InnerCity Struggle

 Anonymous youth  InnerCity Struggle’s United Students

 hon. José huizar  Former President of the LAUSD Board of Education, current Member of the Los Angeles City Council 

 mónica García  Formerly of Boardmember Huizar’s Office, current President of the LAUSD Board of Education 

 marlene canter  President, LAUSD Board of Education

 mike lansing  Member, LAUSD Board of Education 

 david Tokofsky  Member, LAUSD Board of Education

 dr. Julie mendoza  Formerly of UC/ACCORD, current Director of UC College Prep

 dr. Jeannie oakes  Director, UCLA Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access

 Sandy mendoza  Director of Special Projects, United Way of Greater Los Angeles

 masen davis  Director of Development, United Way of Greater Los Angeles

The A–G Story
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 On June 14, 2005, the Los Angeles Unified School 

District (LAUSD) passed a historic resolution to adopt 

a rigorous A–G course sequence� as a part of the 

district’s high school graduation requirements. For the 

dozens of organizations involved in the Communities 

for Educational Equity (CEE) coalition and for the thou-

sands of students, parents, and community members 

� The A–G sequence encompasses the 15 minimum course requirements 
(and 3 recommended courses) needed for freshman admission at California 
State University and University of California schools.

who mobilized to demand their right to a rigorous 

curriculum, this day marked an important battle in 

the fight for educational equity. A policy has been 

constructed, but the true measure of success will be 

indicated by the degree of systemic educational reform 

that must ensue. What follows is a documentation of 

the history and processes that led to the passage of the 

A–G resolution in the LAUSD, a vision for the future of 

A–G as a doorway to systemic reform, and the lessons 

that can be learned from the grassroots struggle for 

educational equity in Los Angeles.

Whereas…

The Board of Education of the City of Los Angeles has committed the Los Angeles 
Unified School District to become one of the best urban school districts in the nation 
and is committed to eliminating the Achievement Gap among all of its students; 

…All District students currently do not have a choice to pursue an array of options 
after high school since they are unable to enroll in a college preparatory coursework, 
commonly known as the A–G course sequence;

…Currently, the District fails to properly educate a significant number of students 
and provide them with the skills necessary for success in life and the 21st century 
workforce, and successful implementation of the A–G graduation requirements will 
result in the improvement of educational outcomes at all levels of the K-12 system; 

…The gap in completion of a course sequence that satisfies the A–G 
requirements between Latino, African American and White and Asian 
counterparts is severe and reflects inequity in the educational services provided. 
 

Therefore, be it resolved…
 

That the Board of Education of the City of Los Angeles directs the Superintendent to provide access to A–G courses beginning in the 2006-2007 
school year for every student who requests enrollment into any course in the A–G course sequence provided that the necessary course requirements 
have been met;

…That beginning in 2008, every student entering the ninth grade will enroll in the A–G course sequence. In the second semester of the tenth-grade 
year, a student and his or her parent/guardian may request a waiver from the A–G course requirements for high school graduation. The school will 
inform the student and parent/guardian of all factors associated with admission to community college, trade schools, UC/CSU and other post- 
secondary opportunities. In addition, each student will establish a high school course plan or career and technical education pathway with the 
participation of their parent/guardian and school counselor;

…That beginning in 2012 every student entering the ninth grade must complete the A–G course sequences in order to graduate from the Los Angeles 
Unified School District. A waiver from the A–G requirements will be available to special education students with disabilities only if it is specified in the 
student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP). In addition, a waiver will be available to all English Learner students who enter high school at the 11th or 12th 
grade and do not have transcripts, and students who at the end of the ninth grade choose to take a Career and Technical Education (CTE) sequence 
that incorporates the CTE standards as adopted by the California State Board of Education. Students will complete an individual learning plan based 
on the existing 2005 graduation requirements. Parents and students will be included in the development of an agreed upon individual learning plan.

Los Angeles Unified School District. Huizar-Lauritzen-Tokofsky Resolution. June 12, 2005

The A–G courSe Sequence

A History/Social Science 2 years

B English 4 years

c Math 3 years, including 
  Algebra, Geometry 
  and Algebra II

d Science 2 years, including  
  Biology, Chemistry 
  or Physics

e Foreign Language 2 years

F Visual/Performing Arts 1 year

G College Prep Elective 1 year
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Precursors to the 
Los AngeLes MoveMent 
  
Once Upon a Time: The National Landscape

 The history behind the A–G movement in Los 

Angeles begins decades ago when national leaders 

first began to recognize that the United States had 

slowly lost its stronghold on worldwide economic 

dominance, and a growing urgency to produce a 

globally competitive workforce sparked debate about 

the quality of the nation’s educational system. Bill 

Gates, chairman of Microsoft and co-founder of the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, summarizes:
 
When I compare our high schools to what I see 

when I’m traveling abroad, I am terrified for our 

workforce of tomorrow. In math and science, our 

fourth graders are among the top students in 

the world. By eighth grade, they’re in the middle 

of the pack. By 12th grade, U.S. students are 

scoring near the bottom of all industrialized 

nations. …In the international competition to have 

the biggest and best supply of workers, America 

is falling behind. (Gates, 2005)

 

Now more than ever, the demands of a global economy 

are requiring that students complete an academically 

challenging curriculum that will prepare them to be 

successful in the 21st century, whether “success” 

means attending a postsecondary institution or enter-

ing the workforce with the technological skills needed 

in a 21st century job market. According to research 

by the American Diploma Project (Carnevale & Desro-

chers, 2002), employers cite the importance of strong 

reading and comprehension skills; a background in 

literature; the ability to write and research; and an 

aptitude for college-preparatory math, data analysis, 

probability and statistics, and problem-solving. Eighty-

five percent of today’s jobs are classified as skilled jobs 

(Education Trust-West, 2004), and without exposure 

to classes that teach the necessary skills, students 

risk becoming trapped in unskilled, low-wage jobs 

that cannot support a family, do not provide benefits, 

and do not offer pathways for advancement (Achieve, 

2004). Echoing Gates’ fear, Russlynn Ali, Director of 

the Oakland-based Education Trust-West, asserts that 

high schools are short-changing students by providing 

“a 20th century diploma for a 21st century economy.”

 

 Yet a more disturbing problem lies just beneath the 

surface of national concerns about global competi-

tiveness and an adequately educated workforce. 

“It’s about race and social class, and even though 

everyone is talking about excellence for all students, 

it’s not computing,” insists Dr. Jeannie Oakes, Director 

of UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, Education, 

and Access (IDEA), who has researched issues of 

educational inequity for decades. Despite national 

policies and priorities designed to alleviate gaps in 

educational attainment—such as Brown v. Board of 

Education (1954), the Higher Education Act (1965), 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965), 

the standards-based reforms of the 1980s, George W. 

Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act (2001) and American 

Competitiveness Initiative (2006)—educational oppor-

tunity has consistently been limited for economically 

disadvantaged students and students of color. 

According to the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP), approximately half of Latino and 

African American fourth and eighth graders tested 

“below basic” competency on 2005 national 

standardized tests (U.S. Department of Education, 

2005). Furthermore, a Harvard University Civil Rights 

Project study revealed that while the national graduation 

rate for White students is 75 percent, only approximately 

half of Black, Latino, and Native American students 

earn diplomas alongside their classmates (Losen and 

Wald, 2005). Black students, in fact, are two times 

more likely to drop out of high school than Whites 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2005), yet because 
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of misleading and inaccurate reporting of dropout and 

graduation rates, the public remains largely unaware 

of this educational and civil rights crisis. The U.S. 

Census Bureau (2004) cites that only 17.3 percent of 

the country’s African Americans and 11.4 percent of 

Latinos over age 25 held a bachelor’s degree or higher 

in 2003, compared to 30 percent of non-Hispanic 

Whites. Coelen (1993) forecasted: “Growth in an 

educated workforce now heavily depends on improving 

the educational success rate of minority populations. 

Without a concentrated effort to increase educational 

[attainment], there will undoubtedly be an inadequately 

trained work force…during the next decade.” 

 

 As postsecondary success is heavily influenced by 

academic preparation, including the quality and rigor 

of secondary schooling (U.S. Department of Educa-

tion, 2006), this racial gap in college graduation rates 

is significantly influenced by similar gaps in the rates of 

minority student participation in rigorous high school 

curricula (Lumina Foundation, n.d.). Numerous studies 

have alarmingly revealed that African American and 

Latino students in the U.S. participate at much higher 

rates in vocational curricula and at lower rates in 

academically challenging curricula than White students 

(Ekstrom, Goertz, and Rock, 1988; Horn and Kojaku, 

2001; National Center for Education Statistics, 1985; 

Oakes, 2005). Using a nationally representative student 

survey, the National Educational Longitudinal Study also 

discovered that African American and Latino students 

across the nation are significantly under-represented 

in high level mathematics courses compared to White 

and Asian students (Braddock and Dawkins, 1993). 

Specifically, 35 percent of Whites were “tracked” into 

high-ability mathematics classes compared to only 

15 percent of African Americans and 18 percent of 

Latinos (Braddock & Dawkins, 1993). Such tracking 

of students of color into lower-ability, remedial classes 

affects their academic achievement over time, fosters 

low self-esteem, promotes school misbehavior and 

dropping out, and contributes to lower rates of college 

attendance and completion, lower income levels, and 

lower aspirations (Oakes, 2005). “Perhaps most impor-

tant,” Oakes (2005) asserts, “is that tracking separates 

students along socio-economic lines, separating rich 

from poor, whites from non-whites. The end result is 

that poor and minority children are found far more often 

than others in the bottom tracks. And once there, they 

are likely to suffer far more negative consequences of 

schooling than are their more fortunate peers” (p. 42). 

 

 

 To address an apparent complacency toward such 

educational inequality in schools, grassroots efforts 

and a small number of top-down efforts (e.g. initiatives 

of the National Governor’s Association and Achieve’s 

American Diploma Project) were launched and while 

limited, are growing. Communities and leaders across 

the country have begun to demand that their schools 

cease tracking economically disadvantaged students, 

students of color, and other under-represented 

students into low-wage jobs and high-risk futures. 

Support for this notion of “detracking” has pushed 

three states (Texas, Indiana, and Arkansas) and several 

school districts to implement rigorous default curricula 

aligned with college-ready expectations and designed 

to prepare all students—regardless of race or social 

background—for postsecondary success in higher 

education and the workforce (Achieve, 2004). While 

students may “opt out” of these courses of study with 

permission from parents and school administration 

(Achieve, 2004), the adoption of the default curricula 

demonstrates a marked divergence from traditional 

systems in which students have to “opt in.” �

 

2 Oakes (2005) offers an excellent review of the history 
of the national movement.
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In other parts of the country, however, resistance has 

considerably delayed the movement to create opportunities 

for all students to be adequately prepared for higher 

education and the 21st century economy. “There’s 

still so much fear about racial integration in schools,” 

Oakes observes. Concerned that low-achieving 

students of color will diminish the quality of education 

for other students, opponents to the movement 

argue against a college preparatory curriculum for 

all. “The biggest accusation,” continues Oakes, 

“is that if you put everyone into the same classes, 

teachers will teach to the middle and kids who are 

high-achieving will get shortchanged.” Instead of 

acknowledging issues of class and racial inequity, 

schools continue to reserve college preparatory 

and advanced placement classes for the “brightest” 

students, who typically come from White, middle 

to upper-class backgrounds, and push vocational 

training and technical education on students of color 

who are unfairly labeled “slow” or believed to be 

incapable of postsecondary success (Oakes, 2005). 

High levels of academic achievement simply will not 

be attained in the United States until such practices 

are eliminated and true educational opportunity is 

available to all children regardless of race or class.

 

The California Gatekeeper

 According to Russlynn Ali of the Education Trust-

West, “The trend is coming, and whether California is 

to be at the back end of it or forward-thinking remains 

to be seen.” Indeed, the trend toward higher levels of 

academic rigor and equity in academic achievement 

seems to have reached the Golden State. In California, 

the intense debate over eliminating a two-tier tracking 

system in favor of rigorous high school curricula and 

opportunity for all students has focused on the avail-

ability of a course sequence known as A–G, which 

encompasses the 15 minimum course requirements 

(and 3 recommended courses) for freshman admission 

at California State University (CSU) and University of Cali-

fornia (UC) schools. In the late 1990s, studies conducted 

by Education Trust-West and UCLA’s IDEA revealed 

that these courses were disproportionately available 

to California students in high-income regions and from 

families of European and Asian descent. Researchers 

from these and other institutions disseminated a series 

of reports to reveal to policy-makers and to the public 

the statewide lack of access to the A–G curriculum 

for students of color, which in turn has prevented 

such students from attending postsecondary institu-

tions. Grassroots campaigns attempted to persuade  

 

University of California / California State University: A–G Course Requirements.
Source: Education Trust-West



United Way of Greater Los Angeles                                                �                                                                           The A–G Full Story

BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

United Way of Greater Los Angeles                                                �                                                                           The A–G Full Story

the State Department of Education in Sacramento to 

incorporate the A–G courses into existing high school 

graduation requirements, but three bills (SB 1731 in 

2002, SB 383 in 2003, SB 1795 in 2004) introduced 

by Senator Richard Alarcón (Democrat, Senate District 

20) were eventually defeated. 

 

 After these setbacks in the statewide effort, it 

became clear to reformers that the Sacramento 

agenda needed to be bolstered by some local work. 

“We had gone as far as the state seemed to be ready 

and the legislature seemed to be willing to go,” recalls 

Ali. In the spring of 2004, the Education Trust-West 

therefore convened a statewide summit as a call to 

action for local districts to assume the battle. Present 

at this meeting were representatives from grassroots 

organizations across the state whose interest in 

access to the A–G curriculum sparked local reform 

efforts throughout California. Among these devoted 

leaders were representatives from Alliance for a Better 

Community (ABC) and Community Coalition, two orga-

nizations that would become key players in the fight 

for A–G in Los Angeles. After years of hard work and 

relentless advocacy, successful local efforts in several 

school districts, like San Jose Unified, Fontana Unified, 

Los Angeles Unified, San Mateo, and Montebello have 

revealed that “A–G for all is not just a pipe dream of 

overzealous policymakers and advocates” (Education 

Trust-West, 2004, p. 5), but a catalyst for the trans-

formation of California schools. 
 
Raising the Bar in San Jose

 As policy initiatives were beginning in several states 

and reform efforts were slowly spreading across California, 

federal courts began to take an intense look at the 

implications of tracking practices. The San Jose Unified 

School District (SJUSD) was one of several districts 

in the country in which evidence demonstrated that 

district tracking practices were segregating students 

and restricting access to educational opportunities 

for African American and Latino students. Plaintiffs in 

San Jose charged the SJUSD with intentional racial 

discrimination, which led to a 1994 detracking and 

desegregation decree issued by the court in agree-

ment with the district’s settlement with plaintiffs. 

With the court mandate supporting them, dedicated 

district leaders—who had already been struggling on 

a local level to overcome obstacles to equity-minded 

change—finally felt able to begin an intense and politi-

cally unpopular change process to institute rigorous 

standards for all students (Oakes, 2005). These efforts, 

along with the court mandate, eventually led to the 

adoption of the A–G course sequence as part of the 

SJUSD high school graduation requirements.

 

 Former SJUSD Superintendent Dr. Linda Murray, 

who recently joined the Education Trust-West to share 

her A–G expertise statewide, described the difficult work 

that preceded the passage of the policy mandating all 

SJUSD students graduate with A–G compliance begin-

ning with the 1998 ninth-grade class. “It took a long time 

to make sure that when we actually implemented the 

policy we had every reason to believe we could bring 

every kid through it. A lot of work had to be done in 

the early years even before the policy was adopted.” 

Part of this initial work included an intense surveying of 

the community to ensure the reform was what parents 

and students wanted. “We really probed into the ques-

tion of educational quality in San Jose. Is it rigorous 

enough? Are you satisfied with the education your 

children are getting? We got a resounding response from 

every segment of the community,” Murray described. 

While students and parents of Murray’s focus groups 

overwhelmingly voiced support for more rigor in their 

schools, those most skeptical of proposed reforms were 

San Jose’s teachers. “Teachers were scared, I think, 

perhaps feeling inadequate,” Murray continued. “What 

came out of our teacher focus groups is that they really 



United Way of Greater Los Angeles                                                �                                                                           The A–G Full Story

BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

United Way of Greater Los Angeles                                                �                                                                           The A–G Full Story

needed a lot of support and professional development 

opportunities so they could [be] successful with these 

kids.” Prior to the passage of this 1998 policy, SJUSD 

created the professional development opportunities 

needed to prepare its teachers for the reform, which 

complemented programs established by the district to 

prepare SJUSD students for the new curriculum. “We 

needed to build safety nets for the students,” Murray 

described, which included designing methods to better 

prepare middle school students to succeed in an A–G 

high school curriculum. 

 

  Murray recalls the astonishing results of the district’s 

1998 A–G policy. “Every piece of evidence that has 

emerged from the San Jose reform validates that raising 

the bar for kids who have traditionally been kept in a 

dumbed-down curriculum has a positive impact on kids 

of color, kids of poverty, English learners…students no 

one thought could be successful in a rigorous curricu-

lum.” In fact, in the four years immediately following 

implementation of San Jose’s policy, graduation rates 

rose from 73 percent in 1998-99 to 79 percent in 

2002-03. Math and reading scores advanced at higher 

rates than the majority of California’s school districts, 

and the achievement gap between Latino and White 

students and between African American and White 

students decreased dramatically (San Jose Unified, 

2002). With such compelling statistics and the overall 

success of the A–G policy, the San Jose Unified School 

District soon became a model for similar reform efforts 

across the state, including those in much larger urban 

districts like Los Angeles and Long Beach and districts 

like Montebello and Ventura, with whom the Education 

Trust-West continues its work. While Murray speaks of 

the value of San Jose’s model, she cautions against 

assuming the journey toward reform in other districts 

will go as smoothly as in the SJUSD. According to 

this former superintendent, mobilizing the San Jose 

community to support an A–G policy was relatively 

easy in the small district that serves 32,000 students 

through one elementary school, seven middle schools, 

and seven high schools. “It’s hard to make major 

change and have it stick. If [a superintendent] is there 

long enough, you develop a culture in the district and 

the vision is bought into; and if it’s a district the size of 

SJUSD, the process can happen much easier than in 

a giant district like Los Angeles Unified.” 

 
 
the Los AngeLes unified schooL district

 In contrast to San Jose Unified, the Los Angeles 

Unified School District (LAUSD) is the second largest 

school district in the nation. Serving 27 cities through-

out Los Angeles County and housing over 700,000 

kindergarten through 12th grade students in over 850 

K-12 schools, the LAUSD serves a tremendously 

diverse student body. Having drastically transformed 

over the past quarter century, the ethnic makeup of the 

LAUSD’s student population is 72.8 percent Latino, 

11.6 percent African American, 9.0 percent White, 3.8 

percent Asian, 0.3 percent American Indian/Alaska 

Native, and 0.3 percent Pacific Islander (Los Angeles 

Unified School District, 2006). Only 25 years ago, the 

LAUSD enrolled approximately 527,000 students, 

some 46 percent of whom were Latino and 24 percent 

were African American, and the percentage of White 

students has dropped from 24 percent in the same 

year to just nine percent today (Council of the Great 

City Schools, 2006). A majority of students are also 

low-income: 72 percent receive free or reduced-price 

lunch, and 20 percent of LAUSD families receive some 

form of welfare assistance (Los Angeles Unified School 

District, 2006). With 42 percent of LAUSD students 

classified as English Language Learners (Council of 

the Great City Schools, 2006), language barriers also 

pose a challenge for the district. In the 2004-05 school 

year, LAUSD per-pupil spending rested at $8,112, 

exceeding the statewide average of $7,127 per student 
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(California Department of Education, 2006c), but falling 

short of the national average of $8,287 per student 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2006). 

 

 The LAUSD is governed by a seven-member Board 

of Education elected to represent seven Board of 

Education geographical sub-districts. In 2005, when 

the grassroots A–G campaign was initiated, board 

members included Marguerite Poindexter-LaMotte 

(District 1, South Los Angeles); board President José 

Huizar (District 2, Central Los Angeles); Jon Lauritzen 

(District 3, San Fernando Valley); Marlene Canter 

(District 4, Westside Los Angeles); David Tokofsky 

(District 5, East and Southeast Los Angeles); Julie 

Korenstein (District 6, San Gabriel Valley); and Mike 

Lansing (District 7, South Los Angeles and Harbor 

Region). Serving four-year terms, board members 

may be re-elected indefinitely by their constituents. 

For instance, Julie Korenstein, first elected in 1987 

to serve an unexpired term, has been re-elected four 

times and is the board’s senior member, having served 

for almost two decades. Repeatedly elected members 

can be stifling to reform efforts, however, as seasoned 

members are more likely to defend the status quo.

 

 Roles of the Board of Education include establish-

ing district policy, monitoring the superintendent’s 

administration of the district, and communicating 

with government agencies, staff, and communities. 

The superintendent of the district (Roy Romer, 

2000-2006; David Brewer III, 2006 - present), who 

is selected by the board, manages instructional and 

operational functions, implements and coordinates 

policies and procedures, oversees legal affairs, and 

coordinates employer/employee relations. The senior 

deputy superintendent, chief instructional officer, chief 

operating officer, local district superintendents, and 

chief facilities executive all report directly to the district 

superintendent. Together with the chief instructional 

officer, eight local superintendents oversee eight local 

districts of the LAUSD (distinguished from the seven 

Board of Education sub-districts), which are organized 

by location, number of schools, student density, and 

the particular needs of surrounding communities. 

(Augustine, Santibanez, Vuollo, Epstein, and Jauregui-

berry, 2005; Council of Great City Schools, 2006).

 

  In the past decade, the LAUSD has attempted 

some degree of reform to improve its schools, including 

the 2000 implementation of system-wide elementary 

reading and math programs (managed instruction) in 

an attempt to mitigate the impact of student transience 

and the inequity of access to a high quality, rigorous 

elementary curriculum. In October 2000, the Board 

of Education directed the superintendent to develop 

a comprehensive strategy to ensure that by 2006 all 

families and children have access to quality after-school 

programs that provide a safe, secure environment. In 

an effort to meet the mandate, the LAUSD created its 

Beyond the Bell Branch, which includes the nation-

ally recognized flagship program LA’s BEST, currently 

serving more than 18,000 students in 104 elemen-

tary schools across Los Angeles. The passage of 

Measure R on March 2, 2004 provided $100 million for 

facilities modifications to enable full-day kindergarten 

programs, to which the Board of Education responded 

with approval of a waiver to allow a four-year phased 

implementation of full-day kindergarten across the 

district. In May of 2006, the Board also approved an 

incentive program to recruit and retain highly qualified 

math, science, and special education teachers to be 

placed in traditionally hard-to-staff schools. Finally, 

the LAUSD has embarked on a $13.6 billion public 

works program as the result of four consecutive bond 

measures approved by voters since 2000. According 

to the LAUSD, the construction of 150 new schools 

and repair of 800 existing schools will allow every 

student to attend a neighborhood school by 2012, 
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ending year-round schooling and a decades-old 

practice of bussing students to surrounding neighbor- 

hoods due to overcrowding. To date, the district 

has opened more than 55 new schools, allowing 

several schools to replace year-round schedules with 

traditional August to June school calendars. 

 

  Despite best intentions, the district’s multiple efforts 

have been largely insufficient to address a growing gap 

in educational opportunity between diverse student 

populations. The LAUSD still faces severe challenges 

that threaten the future of its students and the vitality 

of Los Angeles. According to the National Assessment 

of Educational Progress (NAEP), the LAUSD lies in the 

bottom third of California district rankings on national 

standardized tests (U.S. Department of Education, 

2005). In 2005-06, only 26 percent of sixth graders 

and 24 percent of LAUSD ninth graders scored at the 

proficient level or above on the state’s standardized 

English-Language Arts test. On the state math test in 

the same year, only 27 percent of LAUSD sixth graders 

scored at the proficient level or above, and only 8 per-

cent of ninth graders scored at proficient or above on 

the Algebra I test (California Department of Education, 

2006a). In addition to low proficiency rates, the district 

is plagued with high dropout and low graduation rates. 

Despite a requirement by the No Child Left Behind Act 

(2001) for districts nationwide to maintain a graduation 

rate of 82.5 percent, the LAUSD has failed to achieve 

this level for years. Though the district (which calculates 

its high school graduation rate at approximately 67 

percent) and external researchers do not agree on an 

exact figure, district-wide graduation rates have been 

calculated as low as 44 percent by a 2005 University 

of California All-Campus Consortium on Research for 

Diversity (UC/ACCORD) study (Oakes, Mendoza, and 

Silver, 2004). Disturbingly, the study also concluded 

that only 41 percent of Latino students and 43 percent 

of African American students who began ninth grade 

in 1998 in the LAUSD graduated from high school 

four years later, compared to 58 percent of White and 

67 percent of Asian students (Oakes, et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, only 20 percent of the same sample of 

LAUSD African American and Latino students gradu-

ated having passed a college preparatory curriculum 

(A–G) to qualify for admission to the University of 

California or California State University systems (Oakes, 

et al., 2004). With college preparatory classes largely 

unavailable to students in poorer areas of the district, 

and with the district employing an average of one 

guidance counselor for every 575 students � (California 

Department of Education, 2006b), students remain 

uninformed and unprepared to attend postsecondary 

institutions upon high school graduation—if they 

graduate. “Counselors need to inform students about 

A–G,” one high school freshman emphasized. “We 

have, like, two counselors for just one track� and it’s not 

enough.” Such inadequacy of educational service and 

such poor district performance has led to widespread 

dissatisfaction and a growing impatience for dramatic 

improvements. According to the Council of the Great 

City Schools (2006),
 
In many ways, the Los Angeles Unified School 

District is at a critical juncture and its leadership 

needs to make some important choices beyond 

those that it has already embraced in the name of 

reform. [The district must] take the next steps in its 

own reforms to ensure that it does not suffer the 

same fate as other public school systems across 

the country that are now trying to dig themselves 

out of some very deep ruts. (pp. 10-11) 

� Ratio calculated by dividing the total number of students enrolled in the 
district (708,461) by the number of district-employed counselors (1,232) in 
the 2006-07 school year.

� More than 200 schools in the LAUSD use one of two different year-
round calendars that operate under a three or four-track system to 
accommodate heavy enrollment. Students are assigned to a track 
(A through C or D) and have vacation time on staggered tracks throughout 
the year. 
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An A–g MoveMent in Los AngeLes: 
the forMAtive YeArs
 
Isolated Efforts

 In an attempt to rectify the challenges of Los Angeles 

school districts like the LAUSD, isolated efforts to 

create educational opportunity for all students have 

been occurring across Los Angeles County since the 

early 1990s. Mentored by the Achievement Council, a 

nonprofit organization that has since dissipated, and 

led by parent Goldie Buchanan, the African American 

Parent Community Coalition for Educational Equity 

(AAP/CCEE) had organized parents in Westside LAUSD 

high schools for nearly two decades and promoted 

its “Comets to College” efforts at Westchester High 

School in the early 1990s. The Los Angeles Annen-

berg Metropolitan Project (LAAMP), headed by Maria 

Casillas, was established in 1994 with a $53 million 

Annenberg Challenge grant to increase the stability 

of students’ educational experience in the LAUSD 

through the creation of 28 “School Families,” schools 

connected in a pre-K to 12th grade feeder pattern.

 

 In 2000, Community Coalition, a grassroots Black 

and Brown organization, launched its “Equal Access 

to College Preparatory Classes” campaign in South 

Los Angeles. It organized youth to speak against 

“penitentiary tracking” � and in favor of rigor and higher 

expectations in schools. After the LAUSD began 

construction and later suspended (several times over 

the course of almost two decades) its 1988 plan to 

build a new high school that would relieve the over-

crowded Belmont Senior High in the dense Pico-Union 

neighborhood of Los Angeles, Alliance for a Better 

Community (ABC) organized to press the district to 

� Community Coalition defined “penitentiary tracking” as the prac-
tice of tracking students of color into remedial courses that fail to 
provide a path of advancement to lift them out of poverty, which 
eventually leads them to a life of crime and tracks them into prisons. 

follow through on construction of the Belmont Learning 

Center (later renamed Central Los Angeles High 

School #11). InnerCity Struggle, based in East Los 

Angeles, had organized since 2000 around issues of 

equity and college preparation and regularly targeted 

members of the LAUSD Board of Education, including 

David Tokofsky, who represented East Los Angeles 

schools. And research institutions like UCLA IDEA 

and UC/ACCORD had for several years provided data 

and technical assistance to grassroots organizations 

working for educational reform across the county.

 

 But these isolated efforts of independent organiza-

tions eventually “hit the wall,” according to InnerCity 

Struggle Director Luis Sanchez. “There really wasn’t 

a venue for communication between organizations,” 

echoed Goldie Buchanan, Director of AAP/CCEE. 

Maria Casillas, President of Families in Schools—a 

successor organization that has continued LAAMP’s 

efforts to strengthen partnerships between schools, 

parents, and communities—admitted that even with 

the large base of funding available, larger institutions 

like LAAMP had not sufficiently engaged grassroots 

organizations in school reform. This division between 

larger mainstream organizations, which possessed 

legitimacy in the political arena and among power-

ful/influential entities and decision-makers, and 

grassroots organizations, which maintained legitimacy 

within Los Angeles communities and among parents 

and students, created a chasm that organizations had 

undeniably not yet bridged. 

 

 In addition to scarce communication and insuf-

ficient collaboration, overall efforts were diluted by the 

diverse, yet not conflicting, targets for reform. During 

these early years, some organizations were target-

ing the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE), 

which had been created in 1999 by former Senator 

Jack O’Connell (current State Superintendent of Public 
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Instruction) in an attempt to bring increased value to 

the high school diploma in California and to ensure that 

students who graduated from a public high school had 

met at least a minimum academic standard. Despite 

best intentions, the CAHSEE caused controversy and 

attracted several lawsuits against the State Department 

of Education due to its negative effects on low-income 

students, students of color, English Language Learners, 

students with disabilities, and other underserved youth. 

Some organizations focused on parent engagement in 

schools, admittedly absent from larger districts despite 

the parent involvement requirements of No Child Left 

Behind. Others turned their attention to the LAUSD’s 

decentralization plan of 2000 in which decision-making 

authority was moved from the district’s central office 

to newly formed local districts. Still others targeted 

the Small Learning Communities movement, which 

attempted to create smaller, more personalized learn-

ing environments and is currently being implemented 

throughout the LAUSD. With disparate efforts placing 

pressure on such distinct levers for reform, Los Angeles 

organizations were not yet ready to undertake a 

campaign for educational equity on a united front.
 
The Los Angeles Landscape

 Despite the inability of the Los Angeles community 

to unite around a common educational reform platform 

at that time, a storm of dissatisfaction with the state 

of education began to brew across the county. With a 

backdrop of heightened school violence, concern over 

poor-performing schools, a perceived dropout crisis, 

and a host of other concerns highlighted by wide-

spread media attention, the LAUSD in particular faced 

mounting public frustration that eventually triggered a 

widespread revolution for district reform.

 

 In the spring of 2005, the eruption of massive fights 

between African American and Latino students in 

several LAUSD high schools highlighted the changing 

racial dynamics of the county and exposed the “endur-

ing myth of Black-Brown solidarity.” The principal at 

Jefferson High School, where students brawled in April 

2005, feared that racial tensions were “coming out 

of the community and into the school” (Hutchinson, 

2005). Through immigration and higher birth rates, 

Latinos have now displaced African Americans as the 

largest non-White minority in the United States. In fact, 

the ethnic makeup of Los Angeles now rests at 48 

percent Latino, 31 percent White, 11 percent Asian, 

and 10 percent African American. Fueled by growth of 

the Latino population and changing ethnic realities in 

Los Angeles over the past decade, tensions between 

Latino and African American students have always 

lurked dangerously close to the surface. And now 

that the physical separation has broken down due to 

Blacks and Browns living together in many residential 

neighborhoods, the “hard truth,” asserts Hutchinson 

(2005), a political analyst and social issues commen-

tator, is that African Americans and Latinos are now 

undergoing a painful period of adjustment. 

 

 Some community groups have been able to bridge 

the culture and language gap as they join forces to 

protest crime and the deterioration of schools and 

housing (Hutchinson, 2005), but the idea of focusing 

on common problems instead of retreating into ethnic 

enclaves is rather difficult to practice. “Welcome to the 

topsy-turvy world of ethnic politics in the 21st century,” 

echoes Cose (2006) of Newsweek, “when Blacks and 

Latinos, once presumed to be natural allies, increasingly 

find themselves competing for power and where promo-

tion of racial harmony is as likely to evoke anger as 

admiration.” While such descriptions of school violence 

in Los Angeles may overestimate the effects of racial 

tension, the playing out of community issues in Los 

Angeles high schools has nevertheless focused attention 

on the devastating circumstances that allow the violence 

to occur and on the system’s inability to rectify them. 
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  Increased attention to the district’s dropout crisis 

also contributed to widespread public dissatisfaction 

with Los Angeles schools. The Harvard Civil Rights 

Project, a leading national organization founded in 

1996 and devoted to research and policy analysis 

concerning critical civil rights issues, brought attention 

to California dropout rates with its acknowledgement 

of a more accurate calculation method that uses the 

Cumulative Promotion Index instead of a “flawed 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 

formula that dramatically underestimates the actual 

number of dropouts” (Civil Rights Project, 2005, p. 1). 

In March 2005, the organization opened the eyes of 

policymakers and the public by presenting its startling 

calculations at the Dropouts in California: Confronting 

the Graduation Rate Crisis conference held in 

Los Angeles. According to Harvard’s new calcula-

tions, the overall graduation rate for the State of 

California actually stood at 71 percent, 16 points 

lower than California’s official rate of 87 percent. Even 

more disturbing were the findings that only 60 percent 

of Latinos and 56.6 percent of African Americans 

graduated from high school in the state (Civil Rights 

Project, 2005). At this rate, Professor Russell Rumberger 

of the University of California, Santa Barbara calculated 

that just one year of high school dropouts cost the state 

$14 billion in lost wages caused by higher unemploy-

ment and underemployment rates due to dropouts’ 

ill-preparedness to join the workforce (Civil Rights 

Project, 2005). Dr. Julie Mendoza, former Co-Director of 

UC/ACCORD’s College Opportunity Indicator Project, also 

presented data related to LAUSD dropouts during the 

conference. Dr. Mendoza recalled, “We were trying 

to shake it up a little by presenting this landmark 

study to Los Angeles decision-makers, but it almost 

backfired. A–G and any solution to the dropout crisis 

were completely complementary, but the dropout 

crisis was sometimes used as an excuse not to do 

A–G in the district.”

 Fortunately for the livelihood of the A–G campaign, 

the Harvard conference occurred in the midst of a 

heated mayoral campaign between former City Council- 

member Antonio Villaraigosa and incumbent Mayor 

James Hahn. The dropout crisis and other concerns 

with the state of education in Los Angeles quickly 

became the focus of the 2005 mayoral race, despite 

the fact that the Los Angeles mayoral position had no 

legalized control over the LAUSD. Villaraigosa attracted 

widespread media and public attention to the failure of 

Los Angeles’ educational system and what he called 

the “new civil rights issue of our time” (Landsberg, 

2006) as he pushed his platform to transform a broken 

educational system into one that could effectively meet 

the city’s needs in a 21st century economy. Following a 

landslide victory (59 percent to 41 percent), the newly 

elected Villaraigosa finally announced his intention to 

“takeover” the district like mayors of other major U.S. 

cities and began working on legislation to introduce 

in Sacramento. Feeling attacked by the mayor’s plan, 

LAUSD leadership immediately went on the defense. 

Major political battles between Villaraigosa and the 

district ensued and have continued to draw attention 

to a failing and “complacent” system, in the words of 

the new mayor (Landsberg, 2006). Former Superinten-

dent Roy Romer, highlighting accomplishments of his 

tenure such as steadily rising test scores in elementary 

schools, retorted, “That’s not complacency, folks! 

That’s change!” and added, “We have real challenges 

going forward, but to deny what we have accomplished 

together would be foolish” (Landsberg, 2006).

 

 As the heat rose beneath a kettle of dissatisfaction 

on the verge of boiling over, two facts became evident 

for Los Angeles. First, greater visibility of district short-

comings had led to a growing frustration with the status 

quo that placed the district under intense scrutiny and 

caused a massive uproar from stakeholders across 

the county. Second, considering the failure of past 
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isolated efforts to reform the system and the apparent 

district complacency when it came to the dysfunction 

of its schools, diverse communities realized the urgent 

need to work together if they wanted to produce any 

lasting change in the district. The perfect storm was 

beginning to shape itself, but communities still needed 

the nudge that was to commence a united effort for 

concrete educational reform. 
 

 

the tiPPing Point: the LAtino scorecArd

 In 2000, United Way of Greater Los Angeles 

published  American Dream Makers: Facts and 

Opinions About Los Angeles’ Emerging Latino 

Majority to raise awareness about the county’s 

growing, multifaceted, and increasingly influential 

Latino community. Acknowledging the emergence of 

Latinos as the country’s largest ethnic group—and 

perhaps responding to the mounting controversy 

surrounding immigration in Southern California—

American Dream Makers combined a tapestry of 

testimonials and statistics to provide a snapshot of 

Los Angeles’ Latino community, the “pivotal population” 

that possessed an enormous potential to help define 

the future of the county. The report was the first call to 

action to (1) build stronger Latino communities, (2) fuel 

the “economic engine” of the Latino population, and 

(3) promote life-long learning as a priority for Latino 

children and adults. The report asserted:
 

The future of the Latino community is the future of 
Los Angeles County. [This report] is the continua-
tion of a process; a bridge across which all of us 
may walk, acknowledging the hard work that has 
come before, taking ourselves and our community 
to the next level of success and opportunity.

 

 

 By producing this initial report in what was 

destined to become a series, United Way of Greater 

Los Angeles communicated a clear need to focus 

energies and resources on moving forward an action 

agenda and engaging people and institutions in the 

promotion of the American Dream. 

 

 With its enthusiastic illustration of the “vibrant face 

of Latinos as an asset to the Los Angeles community,” 

the 2000 American Dream Makers report was the first 

of its kind for United Way as well as for Los Angeles, 

according to Sandy Mendoza, United Way’s Director of 

Special Projects, who coordinated the development of 

the report in collaboration with researchers and external 

organizations. Yet United Way, already engaged in a 

new strategic plan, was not prepared at the time to 

tackle the action agenda offered in the report. Three 

years later, however, with the Latino Scorecard 2003: 

Grading the American Dream, United Way was finally 

able to take the important next step toward the realiza-

tion of that dream. Where American Dream Makers 

probed deep into statistics, perceptions, and implica-

tions surrounding the Latino community in Los Angeles, 

the Latino Scorecard challenged Los Angeles to put 

that knowledge to work for the benefit of Latinos and 

for all of Los Angeles County. The 2003 Scorecard 

“graded” the Latino community in five key areas: 

Economic Development, Education, Health, Housing, 

and Public Safety. Each of these five issue areas was 

tackled by leading university researchers, who developed 

baseline indicators and provided the data to accurately 

portray Latino successes and challenges. Within the 

Education issue, researched by the Tomás Rivera 

Policy Institute (TRPI) at the University of Southern 

California, the Scorecard revealed low preschool 

enrollment for Latinos, reading and math achievement 

scores below county and national averages, high 

dropout rates, and a low rate of college preparation 

by Latino high school graduates, all of which added 

up to a “D” in Education for the Latino population of 

Los Angeles County. Specifically related to the A–G 
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movement, the 2003 Scorecard exposed the startling 

reality that only 26 percent of Latino high school 

graduates had completed required coursework for 

admission to California public universities, compared to 

31 percent of African Americans, 44 percent of Whites, 

and 69 percent of Asians. 

 

 Incorporating the perspectives of educational 

experts and stakeholders countywide, the Scorecard 

urged community leaders and policymakers to address 

this educational gap by:

•  Developing a comprehensive vision and a 
practical plan to dramatically increase the 
number of spaces available and the quality 
of preschool education for Latino children, 
including family literacy programs;

•  Encouraging parents, community, and school 
leadership to work together for the common 
goal of school improvement;

•  Initiating an effective, practical, and research-
based plan of action to target issues of literacy 
and academic achievement;

•  Promoting more aggressive action in the 
school system by adopting effective dropout 
intervention strategies;

•  Demanding that school districts keep better 
track of high school students and reliably 
report the outcome of their high school 
academic experience;

•  Improving access to college by increasing 
the availability and quality of college 
preparatory classes; and

•  Ensuring that parents and students become 
better informed about how to prepare for 
a college education. 

 

  The action agenda collaboratively developed from 

these recommendations focused on both systems-

level and community-based action to promote school 

reform, including a “best practices” movement to 

research school practices that promote student 

achievement so they could be replicated throughout 

the county school system, and a “parent engagement” 

strategy to promote a better understanding among 

parents of how their children’s schools are performing, 

what they can do to improve them, and how to prepare 

their children for higher education. While most reports 

tend to conclude by providing only a vague outline of 

recommendations for others to adopt as desired, the 

Latino Scorecard 2003 was planned as only the first of 

a series of very deliberate and collaboratively developed 

action agendas, with report updates (accompanied by 

agenda progress reports) scheduled to be published in 

2006 and 2008. 

 

 As educational reformers reflect on the A–G 

movement, some disagree about the importance of 

the Scorecard to the movement’s success. “Reports 

are published every year,” one educational reformer 

commented in a 2006 interview on the report’s 

significance to A–G. Even former Board of Education 

President José Huizar did not pay close attention to A–G 

when he first heard it through the Latino Scorecard: 

“I didn’t take it that seriously because I didn’t think 

there was going to be any actual action on it as quickly 

as there was.” Regardless, published during an era of 

escalating concern over the quality of education in Los 

Angeles, the Latino Scorecard attracted broad atten-

tion to the educational inequity specifically faced by 

Los Angeles’ Latinos and, most importantly, provided 

a clear framework to address very complicated issues 

affecting the county’s emerging Latino population. 

“You take these complex issues such as education in 

Los Angeles and all these horrible outcomes, and one, 

two, three, four, here’s what you need to do to make 

a difference,” described Veronica Melvin, Director of 

Alliance for a Better Community (ABC). Dr. Julie 

Mendoza described her reaction to witnessing so 

many people come together for the Scorecard launch: 

“The [report] was huge. When I saw [Superintendent] 
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Romer and José [Huizar] talking together and saw that 

people had committed to working together on the 

‘best practices’ agenda, it was the first time I realized 

that this fight [for educational] equity could happen.” 

In fact, the clarity of the Latino Scorecard helped to 

galvanize over 100 different Latino-oriented individuals 

and organizations who used the report in various ways 

to move toward removing the barriers to educational 

opportunity for Latinos. Designed as a policy tool 

to promote progress in government, a communica-

tion tool to create dialogue and combat myths, an 

accountability tool to keep reformers on track, and a 

leadership tool to pool the county’s greatest resources 

and move its diverse communities forward, the Latino 

Scorecard series has continued to place pressure 

on the educational status quo from all four angles, 

but most importantly it served as the thrust needed 

to unite diverse organizations around a common 

educational agenda. 

 
 
coMMunities coMe together
 

High School for High Achievement

 Following the launch of the Latino Scorecard, 

ABC assumed the responsibility for creating an action 

agenda around the Scorecard’s recommendations. 

Having interacted during the Education Trust-West’s 

statewide convening earlier that year, ABC and 

Community Coalition decided to meet to discuss 

the work that each organization was currently doing 

around education reform. “We came out [of that 

meeting] with priorities, and for us it was clear that 

A–G was really the issue,” Melvin recalled, who along 

with Community Coalition became determined to bring 

together other stakeholders to discuss the problems 

with access to college preparation in Los Angeles high 

schools. “[Community Coalition] pulled together all the 

folks they knew, and we invited all the folks we knew to 

talk about high school reform,” said Melvin. Wanting to 

make certain that the interest of students and parents 

was the driving force for any reform and that the issue 

would not be diluted by competing interests, ABC and 

Community Coalition very deliberately selected who 

they wanted around the table.

 

 On June 24, 2004, close to forty representatives 

of community-based organizations and research 

institutions attended the first High School for High 

Achievement (HSHA) meeting to discuss, according to 

the invitation, how to hold the LAUSD “accountable 

for…graduating [its students] prepared for success in 

college and the workplace.” In this first convening of 

organizations across Los Angeles, ABC and Community 

Coalition wished to initiate a regional discussion around 

mobilizing the community to ensure that the LAUSD’s 

high school curriculum adequately prepared students 

to become engaged, responsible participants in civic 

and social spaces. UC/ACCORD, the Achievement 

Council, and other education experts presented back-

ground data on academic outcomes and local policies 

that affected student outcomes, particularly college 

preparation. After devoting an entire day to identify-

ing the issues central to educational reform—the 

CAHSEE, high dropout rates, student achievement, 

overcrowded schools, college preparation, student 

bussing, etc.—attendees determined that a focus on 

A–G could trigger a transformation of the K-12 system, 

a transformation capable of addressing each of the 

issues on which so many organizations had been 

individually focusing their efforts for years. Participants 

within the group repeatedly emphasized, as Casillas 

explained, that “it’s not about making certain kids have 

tougher classes. It’s about reforming an entire K-12 

system with a new set of expectations and a new 

delivery of curriculum so that all kids can succeed and 

have the supports to do so.” The initiative taken by 

ABC and Community Coalition in organizing that first 
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critical consensus-building roundtable resulted in the 

commitment of a diverse and broad-based coalition to 

embark upon a sustained local campaign.

 

 Supported by funding secured through the Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation, the High School for 

High Achievement (HSHA) Taskforce—a placeholder 

until members could collaboratively determine a 

formal name for the advocacy group—began to meet 

regularly. The most critical initial task for the coalition 

became aligning the goals of diverse organizations 

by determining a joint vision, mission, goals, and 

guiding principles. To assume this responsibility, 

HSHA established a Steering Committee that worked 

to refine the HSHA Taskforce goals, discuss potential 

strategies to accomplish such goals, and examine 

various scenarios that could affect the outcome of 

their efforts. Melvin described the way the Steering 

Committee sought constant feedback from the larger 

taskforce and regularly revisited and reassessed its 

goals: “We were really in a planning phase; taking the 

information back to the group, seeing what they had to 

say about it.” As a result of this collaborative process, 

HSHA approved its initial policy agenda in September 

2004, establishing the taskforce’s primary policy goal 

as ensuring the LAUSD Board of Education approved 

the A–G curriculum as part of the district’s high 

school graduation requirement (see Appendix A). This 

formalization of purpose marked the beginning of the 

HSHA’s ten-month campaign for educational reform in 

the LAUSD.

 
 
A soLid foundAtion
 

Information Gathering

 From the outset, HSHA was aware that the group 

needed to be better informed of the current situation in 

the LAUSD. The HSHA Taskforce scheduled an initial 

meeting with LAUSD representatives to learn about 

what the district was doing related to education reform. 

“They had some high school reform efforts brewing, 

but we weren’t familiar with them,” recalled Veronica 

Melvin. In August of 2004, prior to the development 

of its policy agenda, HSHA invited district decision-

makers, including board members, superintendents, 

and department directors, to present LAUSD’s various 

components of secondary instruction and the district’s 

movement toward small learning communities within 

the high school system. At the same meeting, HSHA 

invited former San Jose Unified Superintendent Dr. 

Linda Murray to present her experience and expose 

LAUSD leadership to the San Jose A–G model. 

Through this initial engagement of the LAUSD, HSHA 

discovered that issues of educational inequity were left 

largely unaddressed by current and upcoming district 

reform efforts and would continue to plague students 

unless further action was taken.

 

 Over the next few months, HSHA attempted to 

assess the feasibility of an A–G initiative that could fill 

the gap left by inadequate district efforts. Continued 

conversations occurred between HSHA and the 

LAUSD as HSHA began to request district information 

and statistics related to A–G. Some questions were 

answered by the district and some were not, but rarely 

were prompt responses provided. Perhaps this was 

due to a lack of awareness or indifference to HSHA, 

or simply because of the time needed to compile data 

to which the district had previously paid little attention. 

For instance, letters sent to Senior Deputy Super- 

intendent of Instruction Dr. Maria Ott on November 19, 

2004 and to Superintendent Roy Romer on December 

2, 2004 did not receive responses until February 2005. 

In these letters, HSHA requested information related to 

the district’s prior success in implementing an Algebra 

I requirement for all eighth graders; the preparedness 

of high schools to offer two lab science courses to all 
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students; the ability of the district to supply sufficient 

qualified math, foreign language, and science teachers 

to teach A–G classes; and the district’s revenues 

and expenses for secondary education. The district’s 

eventual response to the request for information 

revealed that several challenges needed to be taken 

into consideration for an A–G initiative to be successful. 

Despite the fact that since 2000 the LAUSD had 

Steering Committee
 Veronica Melvin, ABC Alberto Retana, Community Coalition  
 Mónica García, Board Member Huizar’s Office Maria Casillas, Families in Schools 
 Luis Sanchez, InnerCity Struggle Agustín Urgiles, ABC 
 Goldie Buchanan, AAP/CCEE Sandy Mendoza, United Way

 
The Steering Committee continued to plan and guide the work of the larger coalition. As the HSHA campaign 

progressed, this committee became responsible for communicating with district officials, including meeting with 
local district superintendents to gather support and holding individual meetings with school board members. 

Steering Committee members served as the intermediaries and primary spokespeople for the campaign.

Communications Committee
 Veronica Melvin, ABC Shelaigh Polk, Community Coalition 
 Luis Sanchez, InnerCity Struggle Sandy Mendoza, United Way 
 Robert Battles, Community Coalition Lester Garcia, InnerCity Struggle
  

The Communications Committee attempted to build public awareness of the HSHA mission and goals by 
generating media coverage of the coalition’s activities and by developing communication tools that could reach 

multiple audiences. In addition to planning a public event (April 2005) to officially launch the coalition’s campaign, 
this committee focused on identifying news outlets and developing media packets, press releases, 

and informational materials for students and parents.

Policy Committee
 Veronica Melvin, ABC Alberto Retana, Community Coalition
 Dr. Julie Mendoza, UC/ACCORD Agustín Urgiles, ABC
  

Using available data and capitalizing on its ability to translate student needs into concrete 
demands, the Policy Committee worked to finalize a policy agenda that would communicate 

precisely what HSHA was requesting from the district.

Community Action Committee
 Maria Brenes, InnerCity Struggle Susana Coracero, Community Coalition 
 Mayra Soriano, SALEF Hector Sanchez, Community Coalition 
 Maria Estrada, CABE Larry Aubry, NAACP 
 Goldie Buchanan, AAP/CCEE Jeremy Lahoud, Californians for Justice
  

The Community Action Committee (CAC), which would assume the bulk of responsibility later in the campaign, 
began to perform the initial tasks necessary to mobilize thousands of students and parents. Regional meetings with 
youth and parents were organized by CAC in local LAUSD districts. CAC members were also responsible for petition 
gathering, identifying effective organizing methods, distributing information to targeted populations, and coordinating 

logistics for HSHA’s three demonstrations at LAUSD headquarters.

1 Omission of any individuals serving on HSHA committees is unintentional. 

HSHA COMMIttEES1 ESTABLISHED SEPTEMBER 2004
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annually hired an average of 3,087 teachers who were 

increasingly credentialed (from 33.8 percent in 2000 

to 71.0 percent in 2004), the district admitted having 

an “acute shortage” of math, science, and special 

education teachers. To address the shortage and 

cope with a devastating national teaching shortage, 

the district indicated it had embarked on an intensive 

teacher recruitment and incentives program. When 

asked “Do all LAUSD high schools have sufficient lab 

facilities to offer two lab science courses to every high 

school student over their four years of high school?,” 

the LAUSD Division of Instructional Support Services 

responded with what some HSHA leaders believed 

to be a gross underestimate: “No, LAUSD is approxi-

mately 98 classrooms short of this goal.” Existing 

science laboratory facilities were found to be outdated 

and unsafe; 17 of 17 science classrooms in Crenshaw 

High School, 14 of 14 in South Gate High School, and 

12 of 13 in Belmont High School, and a high percent-

age of facilities in other high schools were described 

as “inadequate” by the district. Concerning the status 

quo for A–G course completion, the LAUSD reported 

that only 52 percent of 8th and 9th graders passed 

Algebra I with a grade of C or better in 2000-01, 

and only 65 percent of LAUSD students completed 

two science courses during high school. Based on 

this information, HSHA realized that if an A–G policy 

passed in the district, implementation would inevitably 

be a great challenge. But the coalition continued to 

push forward.

 
 
Synergy: Splitting Up and Working Together

 Meanwhile, HSHA established three additional 

committees to supplement the work of the Steering 

Committee, divide  the work of the coalition to 

be more effective, and utilize the strengths of 

individuals and organizations in tasks where they 

would be most valuable.

  Coalition Building

 Between October and December of 2004, task-

force members began to meet individually with LAUSD 

leadership (board members and superintendents), 

local neighborhood and school stakeholders (teachers, 

counselors, community leaders, and organizational 

representatives), and powerful Los Angeles organiza-

tions (United Teachers of Los Angeles, the business 

community, universities, and community colleges). 

The goal was to introduce the HSHA taskforce to 

stakeholders and decision-makers, identify 

opportunities for collaboration, and assess where 

decision-makers and others stood on the A–G issue. 

To aid HSHA members in this engagement process, 

the Steering and Communications committees worked 

together to establish and disseminate talking points, 

which included four clear and concise assertions:

 
There is a crisis in Los Angeles high schools. 
Between beginning 9th grade in 1999 and 
on-time graduation four years later in 2003, 
31,179 students disappeared from LAUSD high 
schools to produce a district dropout rate of 53 
percent. Additionally, only 20 percent of LAUSD 
students who start 9th grade will graduate four 
years later with the minimum requirements to 
qualify for college.

 These statistics are a tragedy for youth and 
families and create an economic and public 
safety concern for Greater Los Angeles. 
Students who fail to complete high school 
experience limited career and education oppor-
tunities, lower wages, and are more exposed to 
crime and teenage pregnancy. High school 
dropouts and graduates who have not been 
provided a rigorous education contribute low-level 
skill and limited earning capacity to the region.

 Today’s economy demands high skills. 
The Los Angeles economy has transitioned from 
manufacturing to a high skill service industry base, 
and Los Angeles high schools do not provide 
appropriate education and training equitably 
to all students.

Ï

Ï

Ï
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 The HSHA Taskforce is committed to 
improving Los Angeles’ high schools. 
The HSHA Taskforce has united to ensure that 
Los Angeles high schools engage students in a 
meaningful education that prepares them for entry 
and success in universities and the 21st century 
economy. If the taskforce fails, Los Angeles fails.

 

 Equipped with a carefully articulated argument, 

HSHA attempted to raise awareness of the need 

for reform in LAUSD and to garner the support of 

stakeholders across Los Angeles. According to Luis 

Sanchez of InnerCity Struggle, “At the end of the day, 

our number one goal was to isolate the decision-

makers: the Board [of Education]. HSHA wanted to 

make the statement, ‘Everyone is a part of this coalition, 

so are you going to vote with it or against it?”

 

 Fortunately, HSHA did have one important ally that 

kept the coalition linked to the decision-makers. Critical 

to the coalition-building efforts of HSHA, Chief of Staff 

Mónica García was able to engage her boss, Board 

of Education President José Huizar, in a discussion 

regarding the issue of access to A–G within the LAUSD 

and to convince him to be the sole champion of the 

reform effort on the Board of Education. “As a school 

board president, I really didn’t have the time to attend 

[coalition] meetings or really digest all of the informa-

tion. [Monica] was the lynchpin,” Huizar recalled. “For 

her to be able to come from those [HSHA] meetings to 

me, who could push [ A–G] at the school board…it was 

direct access to the thinking that was going on.” Garcia 

described the importance of her insider position as an 

acknowledgement of the partnership between Huizar’s 

office and the community organizations involved in the 

HSHA coalition: “[The community groups] were allies to 

us [within Huizar’s office] that helped inform our work 

and helped provide the support we needed from our 

constituents and communities to move José [Huizar]’s 

policy agenda. And I think they felt our office was an 

access point to the district, where information was 

provided, where people were listened to, where invita-

tions were accepted. It was important for our allies to 

have someone on the inside demonstrating that their 

voice belonged there.”

 

 

 As strong as Huizar’s support was for the 

coalition, and as carefully constructed as the coalition’s 

argument was, HSHA proved to be less successful 

in convincing other board members and district  

superintendents of the need for a high school A–G 

curriculum. “We received all types of responses from 

school board members,” recalled Melvin. “But the 

most common was that not all kids are going to go 

to college. [HSHA] responded, ‘Sure, that’s true, but 

why should you be the ones to make that decision for 

them? It’s not up to us and it’s not up to the schools 

to decide what students are going to do with the rest 

of their lives. That [decision] is the student’s, and it’s 

[the schools’] job to make sure they’re prepared to 

make it.’ That was really our argument the entire time.” 

Unfortunately, notes from a December 19, 2004 

taskforce meeting indicated that this argument, 

coupled with HSHA’s original talking points, was not 

receiving the kind of response for which HSHA leaders 

had hoped: 
 

The meeting with board member Marlene Canter 

did not go as well as expected. Because of this, 

the Steering Committee has developed [revised] 

talking points that will enable us to obtain a sense 

of how a particular board member feels about 

A–G…. These points focus on concern about 

overall academic achievement and emphasize 

that the change process will require time and 

other resources. Talking about what this change 

might look like will keep [the district] from saying 

it cannot be done. 
 

Ï
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 Canter had raised concerns about what HSHA 

had proposed in this initial meeting, and unexpectedly 

could not be persuaded to support the taskforce’s 

position. “She was neutral at that point,” recalled 

United Way’s Sandy Mendoza. “We walked into the 

meeting optimistically thinking we could sway her to 

our side.” Additional roadblocks were revealed through 

further conversation with board members and district 

officials, but HSHA adapted accordingly. The LAUSD 

appeared to be focused intently on the implementa-

tion of Small Learning Communities, and according 

to Alberto Retana in an e-mail sent to fellow Steering 

Committee members, later conversations with the 

district would require “injecting A–G within the Small 

Learning Communities framework.” Furthermore, 

HSHA realized that it needed concrete evidence to 

“debunk the myths” that the status quo in the LAUSD 

was adequately serving its students; that A–G would 

lead to an increased dropout rate; that rigorous 

coursework meant eliminating vocational education; 

and that most LAUSD students do not desire to attend 

college. In conversations with superintendents, HSHA 

needed to use “more than just rhetoric,” urged the 

Steering Committee, which determined that the next 

meeting should focus on reviewing data to demon-

strate student underachievement in the LAUSD. 

 

Compelling Data

 Through its connections with UCLA’s Dr. Jeannie 

Oakes and Dr. Julie Mendoza, and with the Education 

Trust-West’s Dr. Linda Murray and Russlynn Ali, HSHA 

fortunately had access to ample data that would 

support its argument and effectively demonstrate the 

need for a more rigorous curriculum in the LAUSD. 

Years previous to the A–G campaign, UC / ACCORD had 

created the College Opportunity Ratio (COR) to report 

Source: UCLA Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access
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the effectiveness of California high schools in producing 

college-ready graduates (Oakes, Mendoza, and Silver, 

2004). For every 100 ninth graders, the COR reported the 

number who graduated on time four years later and the 

number who graduated eligible for admittance to state 

public universities by completing the A–G requirements. 

For instance, a ratio of 100:82:36 for 2002 reads: For 

every 100 ninth graders in 1998, 82 graduated on time 

in 2002, and 36 graduated in 2002 having completed 

the A–G requirements. With data also segregated by 

race to show discrepancies between White/Asian 

American populations and under-represented (Latino 

and African American) populations, the COR was 

calculated for every high school in the state of California 

and presented on geographic information system (GIS) 

maps to demonstrate the disparity of graduation rates 

and A–G eligibility between school districts and county 

regions. (See inset: “Graduation and College Prepara-

tory Rates / A–G Course Offerings” demonstrates the 

COR and the percentage of A–G classes offered for 

LAUSD high schools in East Los Angeles, a primarily 

Latino region of Los Angeles, compared to White 

suburban high schools on the outskirts of Los Angeles.) 

Dr. Mendoza recalled scrutinizing every detail of the 

maps during their development in order to produce the 

most compelling summary of the “social construction 

of educational inequity” in Los Angeles. “Most data like 

this is broken down by school districts, which often 

overlap elected officials’ boundaries and can’t hold 

them accountable,” said Dr. Mendoza, who decided 

to divide the COR data by senate and assembly 

district and underlay it with data representing median 

household income (See inset: “2002 College Oppor-

tunity Ratio”). “We [at UC/ACCORD] were trying to 

figure out how to make the data more personal and 

demonstrate that these things were happening in the 

Source: Dr. Julie Mendoza, UC/ACCORD
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backyards of politicians,” she stated. In the end, HSHA 

was able to use Dr. Mendoza’s compelling creations 

to demonstrate to elected officials, LAUSD decision-

makers and the public that schools in low-income and 

primarily African American and Latino neighborhoods 

of the district graduated a majority of their students 

ineligible to attend four-year colleges. Moreover, these 

high schools on average provided 20 percent fewer 

A–G courses than high schools in higher-income, 

White regions of the district. 

 

 Such convincing data was coupled with grassroots 

action research performed by InnerCity Struggle’s 

student organizers. Youth from the organization’s United 

Students group surveyed fellow classmates at Garfield 

and Roosevelt High Schools to reveal that the majority 

(77 percent) of high school students surveyed desired to 

attend college but had been unable to enroll in college 

preparatory (A–G) and honors/advanced placement 

classes they had requested: 71 percent of Garfield High 

School students and 41 percent of students at Roosevelt 

High School had been denied access to A–G courses. 

The reasons provided for this ranged from lack of space 

in an A–G class, conflicts with class schedules, lack of 

awareness of the course requirements for college admit-

tance, failure to fulfill prerequisite classes, counselor 

or teacher discouragement, and insufficient grade 

point averages. Even more compelling were individual 

responses from students: “They showed me how to fill 

out a McDonald’s application in my Life Skills class,” one 

17-year-old Garfield student commented. “I think they 

should have at least told me about the classes I’d need 

to go to college” (Riviera and Alcalá, 2005, p. 1).

 

 Finally, to combat arguments that “not everyone 

can succeed in these classes” or “not everyone will 

go to college,” HSHA countered with data from the 

San Jose Unified School District, four years after it 

had implemented A–G as its default curriculum for 

all students. Demonstrating the jump in achievement 

for students of color, typically low-achieving students, 

and English Language Learners following implementa-

tion of the policy, the data quickly dispelled the myths 

regarding the inability of certain students to succeed 

in rigorous courses. Education experts from San Jose 

and well-respected research institutions—including Dr. 

Linda Murray and Russlynn Ali—presented San Jose 

district data at Board of Education meetings and to 

district leadership. 

 

 

 

A Solidified Purpose

 During this initial period of laying the foundation 

for its advocacy efforts, HSHA very vigilantly and 

honestly assessed how much power the coalition 

held and attempted to dissect the political landscape 

to help shape its campaign to pass an A–G policy. 

The initial conversations held by HSHA with district 

leadership and stakeholders across Los Angeles 

helped to inform the power analyses, the first of which 

was completed in early November (see Appendix B 

for the progression of CEE’s power analyses), but 

revealed that passing a policy would be more difficult 

than HSHA had first suspected. Strong opposition to 

“A–G for all” had arisen from supporters of vocational 

education, including Board of Education members 

Mike Lansing and Jon Lauritzen as well as United 

Teachers of Los Angeles (UTLA), who felt an A–G 

curriculum could compromise vocational education. 

With such strong opposition to A–G and only one 

board member (José Huizar) whole-heartedly backing 

HSHA’s efforts, in December 2004 coalition members 

began to seriously question their exclusive focus on 

A–G and high school instructional reform. Most HSHA 

members opposed the inclusion of vocational educa-

tion in their demands for reform due to the already 

intense focus on vocational education in LAUSD 
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high schools. “Community members overwhelmingly 

support access to higher education through A–G, 

not vocational education,” argued Maria Brenes of 

InnerCity Struggle. Other members favored inclusion 

of vocational education, however, due to the 

workforce demands of Los Angeles and the alignment 

of A–G with skills needed in various industries. Sandy 

Mendoza summarized this debate: “It seems that we 

are not clear ourselves as to what we are going to 

do as a group.”

 

 

 After hashing out these differences of opinion, 

the coalition realized that vocational education and 

A–G were not mutually exclusive, but great comple-

ments to each other. According to the Education 

Trust-West (2004):
 

Done right, vocational education classes can 

provide students with valuable skills that they 

can utilize in future careers. But alone they aren’t 

enough. Employers are clear that technical skills 

standing alone, without a strong foundation in 

academic disciplines like English and math, will 

not be sufficient for success in the workplace.
 

 

 Even more internal dissonance surrounded the 

coalition’s distinct focus on high school reform. “This is 

more complex than we thought. [Reform] is a systemic 

thing. [A focus on] high school might be too narrow,” 

Larry Aubry of NAACP iterated. Ultimately, the group 

determined that A–G at the high school level should 

be a lever for reform of the entire educational system; 

a transformation to ensure that all students complete 

an education that prepares them for higher education 

and the workforce. That period of debate was “a pretty 

intense and emotional one,” recalls Alberto Retana, 

Organizing Director at the Community Coalition and 

member of HSHA’s Steering Committee. “It allowed us 

to put everything out on the table and at the end of the 

day when we decided to [continue our A–G efforts], 

the ownership level went up exponentially.” The fact 

that the coalition was able to address the dissonance 

allowed HSHA to solidify its purpose and direction and 

begin the real work of its campaign.

 
 
the coMMunities for 
educAtionAL equitY cAMPAign
 

 By the New Year, HSHA had engaged in months of 

information gathering, coalition building, and campaign 

planning and was ready to take action. “The group got 

edgy and wanted to do something,” recalled Melvin. 

“We’d been talking all this time.” On February 11, 

2005, members of HSHA met for a full-day retreat to 

develop a campaign action agenda, devise strategies 

to realize campaign goals, and arrange a timeline for 

campaign implementation. At the retreat, HSHA deter-

mined that the overarching goal of its campaign would 

be for the LAUSD Board of Education to adopt a policy 

that made A–G the graduation requirement for the 

entering freshman class of July 2008. To achieve this 

lofty goal, HSHA brainstormed strategies and asked 

“What are the major obstacles to our agenda? What 

opportunities exist for us to interject and leverage our 

power? What strategies will best attract support from 

key district and community stakeholders?” Alberto 

Retana further challenged the group: “It helps us to 

ask ourselves whether A–G is really winnable and 

possible this fiscal year. All the information we have 

gathered tells us ‘No!’ So what does this mean? How 

does this impact our strategy to win policy changes at 

the district?” Addressing these complex questions led 

HSHA to develop a plan to gather over 25,000 postcard 

petitions signatures from students and parents; hold a 

press event to launch the A–G campaign and attract 

media attention; organize Educational Summits in four 
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local districts; and mobilize thousands of parents, 

students, and community members to demonstrate 

community support for A–G on the streets outside 

LAUSD headquarters. The target date for accomplish- 

ment of HSHA’s goal would be in May 2005, 

when the Board of Education was expected to vote on 

an A–G policy.

 

What’s In a Name?

 With three months to carry out its strategies before 

the scheduled May vote, HSHA needed to be taken 

more seriously than it was being taken by the board. 

Discussion eventually turned to the title of the taskforce: 

Should High School for High Achievement (HSHA) stay 

or go? Did its title effectively communicate what the 

coalition stood for? “Equity” seemed to be the focus 

of all of our conversations,” recalled Mendoza, so the 

word appeared fitting for the group as it brainstormed 

possibilities. The coalition ultimately determined it 

needed a prominent, attention-grabbing title, and so 

Communities for Educational Equity (CEE) was born. 

 

Targeting Decision-Makers

 Coalition members by this time had spoken with 

each of the seven board members and had become 

aware of their individual positions on A–G. With only 

one board member fully supporting an A–G policy, 

CEE knew it would be an arduous task to convince the 

board to pass the requirement with a majority vote in 

May. Marguerite Poindexter LaMotte (District 1), who 

declined to be interviewed for this report, had been 

opposed to A–G due to the fact that students in her 

district did not typically attend college and due to her 

belief that all students do not need to attend college. 

Board President José Huizar (District 2) was the sole 

internal champion of an A–G policy and emphasized 

the need for learning supports and finances to fund 

more school counselors. Jon Lauritzen (District 3) was 

supportive of an A–G initiative, but was concerned that 

vocational education would be left behind or eliminated. 

Marlene Canter (District 4) appeared to be opposed to 

CEE goals and initiatives, but supported increasing the 

supply of A–G courses.

 

 HSHA retreat notes indicated that Canter “philo-

sophically supports a two-tier system.” David Tokofsky 

(District 5) appeared to remain undecided on CEE’s 

goals and saw implementation of A–G as only a minute 

part of the solution. “The irony of the whole thing is that 

97 percent of the circumstances were already happen-

ing,” Tokofsky commented in a 2006 interview. “The 

only change was an extra year of foreign language, an 

COMMUnITIES FOR EDUCATIOnAL EqUITY

The CEE seeks to mobilize Los Angeles’ community and 
leaders toward ensuring that the high school standard 

curriculum and experience prepare all students to be engaged, 
responsible participants in our civic and social spaces by 
organizing and advocating to make certain that students 
graduate prepared for entry and success in universities 

and the 21st century workforce.

Members*
African American Parent / Community Coalition for Education Equity 

(AAP/CCEE)
Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID)

African American Collaborative 
Alliance for a Better Community (ABC)
Association of Black Social Workers

Boyle Heights Learning Collaborative (BHLC)
California Association for Bilingual Education

Californians for Justice
Central American Resource Center (CARECEn)

Community Asset Development Re-Defining Education (CADRE)
Community Coalition

East LA Community Corporation (ELACC)
The Education Trust-West

Families in Schools
Fielding Graduate Institute

InnerCity Struggle
Los Angeles Small Schools Collective

Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF)
national Association for the Advancement of Colored People (nAACP)

Office of Senator Richard Alarcon
Office of LAUSD School Board President Huizar

Project GRAD LA
Salvadoran American Leadership and Education Fund (SALEF)

UC/ACCORD
United Way of Greater Los Angeles

* Omission of organizations participating in CEE is unintentional.
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extra year of math. LAUSD’s required courses to grad-

uate were essentially de facto A–G. If you look at all the 

other school districts in the county, this one was one of 

the 10 percent already toward that goal or at that goal 

[of A–G].” CEE at this time believed Julie Korenstein 

(District 6) would support an A–G policy as long as 

vocational education was included. Mike Lansing 

(District 7) appeared to be opposed to CEE goals and, 

due to high student failure rates following the district’s 

implementation of an eighth grade Algebra I require-

ment, was particularly concerned about how to ensure 

student success in a more rigorous A–G curriculum. 

 

Policy Negotiations

 Working with José Huizar, the only board member 

who wholeheartedly supported CEE’s goals, the coalition 

drafted an A–G resolution that was first presented to the 

public and the Board of Education during a public launch 

in April 2005. Mónica García played a critical role as she 

worked within Huizar’s office to translate the goals of CEE 

and community members into the language of the reso-

lution. Much negotiation occurred between community 

groups and the Board of Education to develop an 

appropriate and inclusive language and to ensure that 

the desires of multiple stakeholders were represented 

in the proposed policy. García simplified this intense 

process of give and take: “There was a lot of jockeying: 

‘I like blue, I don’t like red, you said purple.’” According 

to Garcia, CEE members engaged in multiple conver-

sations throughout these negotiations about “where 

the breaking point was” and at what point would the 

resolution’s language “no longer be aligned with [CEE’s] 

vision.” On one hand, a compromise in CEE’s demands 

meant compromising the quality of educational oppor-

tunity for thousands of students; on the other, failure to 

construct a resolution capable of winning the support 

of undecided board members meant failure to take any 

positive step forward in the quest for educational equity. 

Specifically, CEE considered whether to include language 

that would allow students to opt out of an A–G curricu-

lum, at which year to make the course sequence a high 

school graduation requirement, and whom to include in 

an implementation planning and advisory committee. 

After considerable negotiations and multiple revisions, the 

resolution allowed for the phasing in of A–G as the high 

school graduation requirement: All ninth-graders would 

automatically be enrolled in A–G in 2008 with the option 

to waive the course sequence, and the A–G graduation 

requirement would begin with the entering ninth grade 

class of 2012. (See Appendix C for complete language of 

the adopted resolution with its revisions.)

 

Community Action

 In arguably the most indispensable piece of the 

coalition’s entire campaign, CEE effectively mobilized 

thousands of students, parents, and community 

members in support of an A–G resolution. Maria 

Brenes, who chaired the coalition’s Community Action 

Committee, described the importance of direct 

community involvement in the campaign: “One of the 

key principles of the coalition as a whole—due to the 

involvement of grassroots organizations like InnerCity 

Struggle and Community Coalition—was that the 

community members most affected by this issue had 

to be the spokespeople, the leaders.” Following this 

philosophy, CEE’s community action strategies revolved 

around (1) developing tools to raise community aware-

ness, (2) creating civic spaces for community members 

to voice concern to elected officials, and (3) coordinat-

ing community mobilization. Awareness tools used by 

CEE throughout the campaign included Educational 

Summits held in each of the LAUSD’s local districts 

to inform and to gather petition signatures (printed on 

postcards to distinguish A–G from other issues), GIS 

maps with COR data and fliers to provide visual verifi-

cation of educational inequality across the district, and 

parent education efforts such as Parent Summits to 

inform parents of their children’s educational rights and 
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to provide tools like bookmarks to instruct them to talk 

to their children’s counselors about college prepara-

tory classes. CEE organizations also developed unique 

ways to engage students through events like InnerCity 

Struggle’s Education Week in East Los Angeles high 

schools, at which performers presented what InnerCity 

Struggle employees Luis Sanchez and Maria Brenes 

referred to as “edu-tainment,” in order to create a 

fun environment for students to learn about higher 

education and financial aid. 

 

 As CEE worked to mobilize community stake- 

holders, coalition leaders knew that in order to win a 

vote by the LAUSD Board of Education they needed to 

demonstrate power in different geographical regions of 

the district. “LAUSD will not respect the power of the 

community unless it comes from all corners,” Casillas 

underscored, but successfully mobilizing “all corners” 

proved difficult in ten short months. Retana recalled, 

“We had a choice to build power across the city in 

areas we didn’t already have power, or to concentrate 

efforts where we were strong—South Los Angeles, 

East Los Angeles, the Pico-Union neighborhood.” 

Because grassroots organizations like Community 

Coalition, InnerCity Struggle, and ABC possessed 

long-standing relationships within those three commu-

nities, CEE chose to focus the majority of its mobili-

zation efforts there. Every coalition member used his 

or her numerous community contacts to outreach to 

groups—including after-school programs, community 

organizations, parent groups, and churches—who 

could gather support for an A–G resolution and supply 

students and parents who were willing to sign petitions 

and attend CEE demonstrations. Youth also adopted 

leadership positions in the mass mobilization after 

Community Coalition and InnerCity Struggle trained 

students within their respective youth groups—South 

Central Youth Empowered Through Action (SC-YEA) 

and United Students—to present the issue and 

organize fellow classmates in Garfield, Roosevelt, 

Wilson, Fremont, and Washington High Schools, 

as well as Bethune Middle School. These youth 

organizers often surrendered their free time during 

lunch, study halls, and out-of-school hours to track 

phone numbers and call prospective supporters. “We 

even came in [to mobilize] on Sundays,” recalled one 

dedicated high school SC-YEA student. 

 

 CEE also had to attend to the logistical matters of 

organizing direct action against the Board of Education. 

To navigate the internal district roadblocks, Mónica 

García utilized her position and knowledge of LAUSD 

requirements. “From the inside, I dealt with a lot of 

logistics: Making sure school police were aware that a 

thousand people were going to come [for the demon-

strations], making sure school police weren’t going 

to attack anybody, making sure the board members 

were aware of who would be [at the demonstrations], 

ensuring access and [figuring out] how we were going 

to manage getting everyone into the board room.” 

City restrictions also required CEE to obtain permits to 

block off the streets directly in front of district offices. 

InnerCity youth and 
parents rally in front of 
LAUSD district offices 
during a school board 
meeting, delivering 
additional petition 
signatures in support 
of A–G resolution. 
 
 
 
 
Photo courtesy 
InnerCity Struggle, 
pub. Sept. 1, 2005
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Parent permission slips had to be gathered to allow 

students to leave school for the demonstrations, 

parent volunteers were recruited to supervise students 

who left school to join the efforts, and multiple buses 

were needed for transportation from schools to the 

demonstrations held during Tuesday morning Board of 

Education meetings. Such careful planning and prepa-

ration led to the successful mobilization of thousands 

of students and parents who participated in three 

mass demonstrations in the streets outside LAUSD 

headquarters on May 10, May 24, and June 14, 2005.  

 

Media Action

 To inform the public about the need for A–G and 

to demonstrate to decision-makers that the majority 

of parents, students, and community members 

supported a resolution instating A–G as a district 

graduation requirement, CEE developed an elaborate 

six-page media plan. The plan emphasized the strategic 

promotion of shared values—such as equity, access, 

opportunity, the promise of and the right to a quality 

education, investment in youth, and investment in 

the future of Los Angeles—to attract the support of 

diverse constituencies as CEE sought endorsements 

from universities, businesses, clergy, unions, elected 

officials, and organizations that would strengthen the 

coalition’s credibility. CEE’s plan called for “well-trained, 

disciplined, and moving spokespeople” to stick to 

CEE’s message and “call out” decision-makers. In 

February 2005, a media training offered in Oakland 

by the Education Trust-West helped selected CEE 

Communications Committee members to fill this role 

and develop skills to effectively attract media attention. 

CEE members quickly became adept at pitching stories 

that featured student and parent leaders and producing 

fact sheets that presented compelling arguments to 

support the need for A–G in the LAUSD. Such careful 

consideration of the need for a communication’s 

strategy ultimately allowed CEE to generate approxi-

mately 120 media hits, including feature stories, 

television pieces, and editorials from the county’s three 

major newspapers (the Daily News, La Opinión, and 

the Los Angeles Times). 

 

 One of the most successful components of 

the plan was the manner in which CEE framed the 

A–G debate from the very beginning of the campaign. 

Providing a framework to introduce the problem and 

the solution before the campaign began “was so 

important because key decision-makers were put 

on the defense,” stated Luis Sanchez, a seasoned 

organizer with extensive media experience who was 

chosen to head the coalition’s Communications 

Committee. CEE immediately framed the A–G debate 

as a moral issue: A–G is about college-preparation, 

work-preparation, and preparation for life, and students 

are being denied the right to take A–G, how can district 

leadership stand idly by while students graduate 

ill-prepared for their futures? Under this framework, a 

stand against A–G became a stand against children and 

opportunity. Once CEE introduced A–G in this manner, 

“[the Board of Education] was forced to respond to our 

message, our frame, and never were they able to come 

up with their own,” Sanchez reiterated. “It became spin 

time for them.”

 

 A second critical piece of the coalition’s media plan 

arrived with its first organized press event on April 26, 

2005, the official public launch of the CEE campaign. 

CEE invited elected officials, LAUSD board members 

and district leadership, local newspapers, students, 

parents, and other stakeholders to present itself as an 

official coalition fighting for 21st century preparation in 

LAUSD schools. Along with this self-introduction, CEE 

sought to demonstrate the support of over 20,000 

students and parents who had signed petition postcards 

and to reveal the initial A–G resolution drafted by Board 

of Education President José Huizar in collaboration 
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with CEE. The press event clarified exactly what CEE 

was demanding from the district, and forced elected 

officials and powerful voices in Los Angeles to publicly 

take a stand for or against the resolution. “When we 

had our initial meetings with decision-makers,” recalled 

Sanchez, “they all said, ‘Yeah, we’re for A–G!’ But once 

we put it on paper and it was clear what we wanted, 

they said ‘Oh, but we’re not for A–G like this.’”

 

 Following the press event, nevertheless, the 

coalition managed to garner the public support of 

Superintendent Roy Romer; State Superintendent 

Jack O’Connell; John Perez of the United Teachers 

– Los Angeles (UTLA) union; John Mack of the Los 

Angeles Urban League; Board of Education members 

Jon Lauritzen and David Tokofsky, who ultimately 

co-sponsored the resolution; and individuals from Los 

Angeles Trade Tech and the Building Trades Council, 

which had historically supported vocational curricula 

at the district. With the support of Councilmember 

Alex Padilla as well, the Los Angeles City Council 

followed suit with the unanimous passage (11-0) of 

a symbolic resolution on May 17, 2005 that “urges 

the LAUSD Board of Education and the Superinten-

dent to implement a rigorous and relevant course 

sequence that satisfies the A–G requirements as part 

of the graduation requirements.” Even media outlets 

took a stance on the issue. While the Daily News and 

La Opinión voiced support for an A–G policy in the 

LAUSD following the press event, the Los Angeles 

Times took a stance against it, which might have been 

a detrimental blow to the coalition’s efforts had CEE 

not possessed the necessary support from other 

factions. (See Appendix D for media articles related to 

the A–G resolution.) “In order for a newspaper to take a 

stance, it has to be a big issue,” emphasized Sanchez, 

who agreed that CEE’s efforts forced A–G to become 

a major issue in Los Angeles. Aided by the already 

intense focus on education in Los Angeles following 

the 2005 mayoral race and widespread frustration 

with the LAUSD’s performance, CEE placed the 

A–G issue at center-stage with the coalition’s constant 

attention and commitment to its media plan following 

this public launch.

 

A Battle Is Won

 On June 14, 2005, during the CEE’s final mobiliza-

tion of students, parents, and community members, 

the carefully-negotiated Huizar-Lauritzen-Tokofsky 

resolution passed with a vote of 6-1. Marguerite 

Poindexter LaMotte, the sole dissenter, looked at 

the faces of the students who had gathered in the 

boardroom as she cast her vote: “Too many of my 

students in my district will be negatively and adversely 

affected by this mandate. In their best interest and 

in the interest of some of your siblings, I cast a ‘no’ 

vote.” But as David Tokofsky rounded out the support-

ing votes, “From A to Z, yes,” students, parents, and 

organizers stood to cheer and to embrace in victory. 

“We were so happy when we heard the news,” one 

student organizer from Community Coalition recalled. 

“People were crying all over the place.”

 
 
BeYond the PoLicY: the future of A–g
 

A–G Implementation

 With the passage of the June 2005 resolution, 

implementation of the A–G curriculum was sched-

uled in gradual phases. By the 2006-07 school year, 

A–G courses must be made available to all students 

who request enrollment. Beginning in 2008, every 

student entering the ninth grade will be enrolled in the 

A–G course sequence with the option to opt-out upon 

approval from a parent or guardian. By 2012, every 

student entering the ninth grade will be required to 

pass the A–G course sequence in order to graduate 

from the district, with waivers made available to special 
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education students and English Language Learners. 

But successful implementation of this resolution 

encompasses much more than the creation or distribu-

tion of waiver forms and the rearrangement of student 

class schedules, as Russlynn Ali observed:

 

This [A–G resolution] is not a resolution like so 

many adopted by local districts that don’t require 

a transformation of the way things are done. A–G 

is about transforming how the entire kindergarten 

through 12th grade system operates. In order 

to implement it right, the leaders charged with 

implementing the resolution…have to look at this 

movement with those eyes. It’s about doing every-

thing from digging into master schedules to figure 

out what classes have to go out the window, what 

classes have to be added, what classes have to 

change; to professional development for existing 

teachers; to a serious recruitment of new teach-

ers; to a focus on bond dollars and facilities and 

science labs; to ensuring that you find creative 

ways to work within the [public university] system 

and the State Education Code. …It’s about re-

designing career tech programs so that they are 

A–G compliant. …It’s about all of the piecemeal 

movements of the past wrapped into one. Unless 

the district leadership, the community, and every-

body playing realize that [reality] on the front end, 

[the policy] won’t work.

 

 

 Given the LAUSD’s history of poor policy 

implementation, Communities for Educational Equity 

knew that ensuring effective, equitable, and timely 

implementation of the A–G resolution would require 

constant pressure from the community. Prior to the 

passage of the resolution, CEE feared that upon 

adoption A–G might fall to the wayside like many 

of the district’s inadequately implemented initiatives 

and realized that community involvement needed 

to be formally written into the policy resolution. 

Demonstrating the seasoned wisdom, and perhaps 

healthy skepticism gained from decades of working 

within the bureaucratic educational system, Casillas 

emphasized that unless the community voice so effec-

tive during the A–G policy campaign continues to speak 

loudly during its implementation, “the district will not be 

responsive to 85 percent of the [district] population.”

 

 An A–G Implementation Committee—on which sit 

several CEE leaders and other education stakehold-

ers like the Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) and 

teacher’s unions—was established by the district to 

incorporate a community voice into the implementation 

of a phased-in A–G curriculum. “We wanted a process 

of collaboration to continue [between the community 

and the LAUSD],” Melvin described as the rationale 

behind the creation of the committee. “But [the A–G 

Advisory Committee] hasn’t been a highly functional 

or highly productive group because the district hasn’t 

[collaborated]. They just came in saying, ‘Here is what 

we’re doing, and here is what you need to know.’ And, 

‘Okay, see you next month.’ When people tried to be 

engaged in the conversation and ‘advise’ as the title of 

the committee suggests, they were really shut down 

[by the district].” 

 

 If the resistance to a collaborative and represen-

tative A–G Advisory Committee is any sign of how 

implementation of the A–G policy will proceed, CEE 

and the LAUSD should prepare for a rocky road. 

“Policy by motions only yields motion sickness,” 

Board Member Tokofsky stated pointedly. “You have 

to have structural ingredients in place…. If you push 

from behind or underneath or from the side, that can 

help, but it doesn’t necessarily yield to institutionaliza-

tion or implementation.” Publicly, LAUSD speaks of 

the A–G resolution with an air of accomplishment and 
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flawless execution. Current Board of Education 

President Marlene Canter spoke proudly of her creation 

of an A–G subcommittee of the Board of Education, 

whose responsibility is to focus solely on A–G imple-

mentation and to “periodically report to the public.” 

Canter expressed excitement about the secondary 

instructional reform initiatives scheduled for 2006-07, 

which include a fourteen-step plan for A–G implemen-

tation—since reduced to twelve steps—first introduced 

in September 2005 by Chief Instructional Officer of 

Secondary Instruction Robert Collins (see Appendix E 

for an illustration of the district’s strategic action plan 

with its twelve steps, a timeline for implementation, and 

the district’s perceived progress related to each step)

 

 While minimal progress has been made by the 

district in establishing initial programs to facilitate A–G 

implementation, the discrepancy between the district’s 

plan and CEE’s Blueprint for A–G Implementation (See 

Appendix F) demonstrates a gap in what the district 

appears willing to do and what the coalition believes is 

necessary for effective implementation. Casillas would 

likely give a second “F” to the Board of Education for 

its failure to properly implement A–G as she publicly 

did months ago when the board was reluctant to admit 

it was failing its 720,000 students by not providing 

adequate academic preparation for the 21st century. So 

what will it take to “put some fire under the feet of the 

district” as so many CEE leaders feel must be done? 

 

A Changing Role for CEE ?

 Faced with minimal district progress more than a 

year following the passage of the A–G resolution, CEE 

paradoxically appears both resolute and hesitant to 

take the next step. Attendance at CEE meetings has 

drastically declined since the passage of the 2005 

policy, and several CEE leaders who played critical 

roles in the campaign have found themselves occupied 

with other organizational priorities. “I’m wearing other 

hats,” Retana regrets, “but it’s kind of an opportunity 

for younger [employees] to play a leadership role now.” 

Other CEE members have wondered if the coalition’s 

role will need to be re-examined. “Alliances come 

together for a particular issue, and we’ve won the 

issue. So now what happens to us?” some are asking. 

Perhaps this questioning has contributed to the waning 

attendance at recent CEE meetings, but now is a time 

when concentrated efforts are needed more than ever. 

The policy was only the commencement of the “trench-

work” of educational reform for the LAUSD, according 

to Goldie Buchanan of AAP/CEE. Retana hypothesizes 

that the coalition has not yet clearly “mapped out a 

good enough reason for people to stay involved,” mainly 

because no one is quite sure of the appropriate next 

step. “We need to have some honest conversations,” 

Retana continued. “Is the alliance still strategic? Do we 

still have unity? What will we do if in 2008 or 2009 we 

realize kids aren’t doing well in the classes and many 

aren’t going to graduate because of this policy? We 

really need to figure out our role in this post-policy, 

implementation period.” Until such difficult conversa-

tions are had among its members, CEE will struggle as 

it moves forward into the next phase of A–G.

 

 Despite hesitance in the face of uncertainty, optimism 

lights up the eyes of CEE members as they speak 

enthusiastically about the future of A–G in the LAUSD 

and the need for CEE to remain persistent and commit-

ted to ensuring that the policy is implemented correctly. 

CEE has attempted to find a balance between utilizing 

its expertise in grassroots strategies and delving into 

the novel world of policy implementation. Although 

“most of CEE is not in a position to provide leadership 

around policy implementation” according to Retana, 

close alliances with organizations and individuals who 

do have implementation expertise (such as Dr. Linda 

Murray and Russlynn Ali of the Education Trust-West 

and Maria Casillas of Families in Schools) and with 
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those who can offer direct access to an often inacces-

sible district (such as Mónica García, who was elected 

with the strong support of CEE to fill Huizar’s vacant 

seat on the Board of Education in March 2006) will 

allow CEE to move more confidently into the uncharted 

waters of policy implementation. As far as sticking to 

what CEE does best, coalition leaders as well as some 

LAUSD board members have expressed that CEE 

must continue to be the bridge between the district 

and the community by bringing community feedback 

about A–G implementation to the board, encourag-

ing students and the community to be fully engaged 

in the A–G implementation process, and holding the 

district accountable for equitable policy-making and 

implementation. 

 

 As CEE sorts out a new role that will likely combine 

its expertise in organizing and accountability with 

strengths yet to be discovered, coalition members 

have already gathered for several planning meetings 

and formed new committees to address the coalition’s 

new fundraising, research, and infrastructure needs. 

Since passage of the A–G resolution, CEE has received 

an additional $1.5 million grant from the Gates Foun-

dation (January 2007) and a $500,000 grant from the 

Irvine Foundation (December 2006) that have allowed 

the coalition to amplify its A–G work and organize itself 

into five regional collaboratives: the Belmont Education 

Collaborative (BEC), Boyle Heights Learning Collab-

orative (BHLC), Valley Educational Collaborative (VEC), 

South Los Angeles Education Collaborative, and East 

Los Angeles Education Collaborative. While awaiting 

the official launch of collaboratives in South and East 

Los Angeles and coordinating efforts in three already-

existing collaboratives (BHLC, BEC, and VEC), CEE 

has begun an intensive strategic planning process in 

the hope that well-coordinated regional efforts will lay a 

solid foundation for equitable educational opportunity 

across the county. CEE still struggles with navigating 

the unfamiliar post-policy territory, but the coalition’s 

foothold seems to become steadier as each month 

passes, each planning meeting is attended, and each 

progression in implementation is made. 

 

What Needs To Happen?

 While the details of just how CEE will manage the 

complicated and essential tasks that lie ahead have not 

been solidified, coalition members nonetheless speak 

emphatically about what must happen in the district 

to ensure the success of the resolution they fought 

so zealously to pass. The most obvious need involves 

the allocation and distribution of district resources to 

facilitate an effective implementation. Although a cost 

estimate for the reform has not been determined by the 

district, Board Member Mike Lansing estimated that 

A–G could cost up to $100 million to implement. “If this 

is going to be a true mandate, we have to put funding 

with it,” said Lansing in 2005 following the adoption 

of the resolution (Hayasaki, 2005). Contrary to what 

the district and skeptics may stress, the Education 

Trust-West (2005) analyzed data from the California 

Department of Education and concluded:
 

Some might argue that ensuring that every student 

has access to the A–G curriculum may be mor-

ally right, but practically impossible. The reality of 

limited school budgets and teacher shortages 

(which are essentially the same thing given that 

teacher salaries typically make up 80 percent of a 

school’s budget) tends to halt any conversations 

about reform. While it’s true that California schools 

and districts could use more resources, the fact 

is that LAUSD’s high schools already have nearly 

all of the teachers they need to teach the A–G 

curriculum to all students. (p. 1)

 In fact, according to the Education Trust-West, 

61 percent of LAUSD high schools either already 

have all the teachers they need or would need two 

or fewer additional teachers to provide every student 
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with the A–G curriculum, but they aren’t teaching the 

right classes. Such teacher “under-utilization� wastes 

teacher talent as much as it wastes student talent” 

(Education Trust-West, 2005, p. 1). The district must be 

willing to examine its resources and realign personnel 

assignments with the needs of implementing a rigorous 

A–G curriculum.

 

 With effective A–G implementation still in serious 

question, implementation must first focus on demon-

strating success within smaller pilot efforts before 

large-scale replication of A–G can occur. Pilot programs 

occurring in the San Fernando Valley (Polytechnic, 

Kennedy, and Sylmar High Schools), Pico-Union 

(Belmont High Schoool), East Los Angeles (Garfield 

and Roosevelt High Schools), and South Los Angeles 

(Crenshaw and Fremont High Schools) will attempt to 

align elementary, middle, and high school curricula in 

school feeder patterns as CEE’s regional collaboratives 

work “hands-on” with parents, students, teachers, and 

school administration to implement A–G. Such efforts 

will attempt to shift the campus culture of traditionally 

“failing” schools in order to promote the expectation 

that all students can attend and succeed in college. 

Retana stated, “If we can demonstrate that [ A–G] 

can be adequately and effectively implemented in the 

worst schools, then there’s no excuse it can’t happen 

in other schools.” Former Board President Huizar 

stressed the importance of this strategy: “[Efforts] need 

to be dispersed so that some are focused on individual 

schools themselves. That’s where the accountability 

comes. We’re too focused on the central administra-

tion. I would urge CEE to focus on the school level, 

keep them accountable, work with them.” 

 

� According to the Education Trust-West, “teacher under-utilization” 
occurs when teachers who are qualified to teach intermediate algebra and 
geometry are instead teaching pre-algebra and beginning algebra because 
higher level classes are not available in schools.

 Engaging parents—the “x-factor” according to 

Maria Casillas—will also be crucial to the success 

of A–G implementation. According to several CEE 

members, parents have been “absent from the district 

table” for too long, resulting in a lack of urgency for 

the district to enact any real change. Such disenfran-

chisement of parents seems to continue with regard to 

A–G implementation, despite the presence of Parent 

Teacher Association (PTA) President Scott Folsom, a 

Caucasian, on the A–G Advisory Committee. Commu-

nity stakeholders wonder when the 85 percent of 

non-White parents who are repeatedly excluded from 

district conversations will have adequate representa-

tion in decision-making related to A–G implementa-

tion. “Parents are only called upon when [the district] 

believes it is absolutely necessary, not because 

parents are believed to be key,” Goldie Buchanan criti-

cized. Buchanan’s group, the African American Parent 

Community Coalition for Education Equity, as well as 

Families In Schools, continue their work to remedy this 

reality through the engagement and training of parents 

so that they become aware of the educational inequity 

facing their children and learn to utilize their voices to 

demand equity and hold the district accountable for 

providing it. Both organizations have training programs 

designed to inform parents of the A–G requirements 

and what their children must know and experience to go 

to college. “People must understand the importance of 

parent training,” Buchanan emphasized. “Community 

groups [like CEE] can be the push, but parents—who 

are knowledgeable and vocal—must be the pull.” 

 

 Beyond parental involvement, other accountability 

systems must be developed and implemented to 

pressure the district to adhere to its 2005 resolution. A 

skeptical high school senior, who was heavily involved 

with organizing students for the A–G campaign in South 

Los Angeles, referred to the district’s implementation 

of A–G: “They said they’ll do it; they have to keep their 
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word or we’ll protest again.” Yet community groups 

have repeatedly discovered that what the district says 

is not often what it does. Perhaps the presence of a 

community coalition dedicated to A–G is enough to 

hold the district accountable as CEE did last year, but 

Retana believes that the commitment of individual orga-

nizations is more important than the mere existence 

of CEE: “If individual organizations are committed and 

they want to [effect change] through CEE or outside 

of CEE, they can make a bigger difference because 

there’s that level of commitment. Is it in Community 

Coalition’s strategic plan over the next five years to 

ensure that A–G is implemented? Is it in United Way’s 

strategic plan? Is it in InnerCity Struggle’s? Where does 

A–G fit into each organization’s vision?” 

 

 Despite the truth of Retana’s statement, past efforts 

by individual organizations have not been able to achieve 

the impact made by the large CEE coalition in just ten 

short months, and perhaps this factor has contributed 

to the slow movement on A–G implementation thus far. 

In order to introduce maximum accountability into the 

A–G equation, CEE will most likely need to collectively 

develop strategies to hold the district to its word. CEE’s 

former Communications Committee has already recon-

vened informally to discuss what kind of media pressure 

it can use to hold the district accountable, a strategy that 

proved particularly successful during the ten-month A–G 

policy campaign and will likely work again. “Essentially, 

if the district is doing a great job we’ll highlight positive 

stories, and if the district is not doing a good job, we’ll 

highlight the signs of concern,” Melvin described. 

According to United Way’s Masen Davis, such media 

attention will be crucial to keeping A–G in the spotlight 

“so it doesn’t get lost among new, emerging issues.” 

The more visible an issue, the more attention the district 

will likely give to it and the more quickly it will respond. In 

addition, CEE has pressured the district to release a set 

of benchmarks to measure progress on A–G implemen-

tation, which could further enhance accountability when 

CEE has a target to draw attention to if the district fails 

to deliver on its promises. In response to this request, 

the district has begun to work with Russlynn Ali and the 

Education Trust-West to develop a school report card 

designed to measure A–G compliance in each school 

across the district, but the content of such a report 

card has yet to be finalized. InnerCity Struggle has also 

developed a “grievance” system with forms for students 

to complete if they have requested an A–G course and 

are refused enrollment. Information collected on the forms 

can be used not only to compile data to determine where 

more resources are needed, but also to raise awareness 

and bring the potential inequities of A–G implementation 

to the attention of local district leadership or the media. 

All of these strategies boil down to the fact that without 

accountability, the A–G resolution risks becoming just a 

fruitless LAUSD policy that appears promising on paper 

but does not lead to substantial improvement of the 

status quo.
 
The Future of Educational Reform 
in Los Angeles
 Despite the passage of this unprecedented 
instructional reform in June 2005 and concerted 
efforts to implement A–G, what becomes obvious 
from the decades-long struggle for educational 
equity and progressive reform in the LAUSD is that 
Los Angeles is still far from the end of its journey. 
While countless opportunities—including the A–G 
resolution—have been presented for the district to 
progress toward providing a rigorous education, 
the LAUSD will inevitably continue to face distinct 
challenges that threaten its ability to equitably prepare 
its students for the 21st century.

 

 Debate surrounding a recent reform effort illustrates 

an ongoing conflict that will likely plague the LAUSD for 

months to come. With the final outcome of Assembly 

Bill 1381 and “mayoral takeover” on the horizon, the 
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LAUSD continues to be a breeding ground for political 

battles between Mayor Villaraigosa and district leader-

ship. Following initial passage of the bill by the California 

legislature in August 2006, litigation was threatened 

by opponents, including the LAUSD Board of Educa-

tion, the California School Boards Association, and the 

California PTA. In December 2006, Los Angeles 

Superior Court Judge Dzintra Janavs ruled the bill 

unconstitutional and later denied Villaraigosa’s request 

to implement portions of the legislation while the case 

went through the appeals process. If AB 1381 eventu-

ally experiences success in providing the mayor a more 

influential role in the district, the resulting shift in district 

governance introduces the opportunity for a cultural 

transformation within the district and the opportunity for 

another powerful voice to champion efforts for equity 

in education. Yet as Villaraigosa battles the district for 

control, the distraction of adult politics will most likely 

continue to detract from real change efforts. Reflecting 

on these heated political debates that unfortunately 

seem to be commonplace when it comes to education 

reform in Los Angeles, Sandy Mendoza asked her fellow 

Steering Committee members: “When will the voices 

of parents and students, the shareholders and the 

stakeholders of the district, start to weigh in?” 

 

 

 The truth in Mendoza’s statement is chilling, as 

district conversations surrounding most initiatives and 

reform efforts too often mistake adult priorities for the 

true needs of students and parents. Yet reformers 

have at least one reason to remain optimistic: Despite 

the possible setback of adult politicking, the A–G 

resolution in Los Angeles has set an important 

precedent for other districts in the county to begin 

raising the bar for its students. Following Los Angeles’ 

lead, community efforts demanding A–G have sprung 

up in districts across Los Angeles County, including 

the Long Beach Unified School District and the 

Montebello Unified School District, which successfully 

adopted an A–G policy in September 2006. These 

districts and other districts across the state and even 

nationwide now look to Los Angeles for guidance 

and to discover the lessons that allowed such a 

monumental reform to be successful in one of the 

largest school districts in the country. In fact, CEE 

spokespeople have repeatedly been asked to share 

their story and were able to present the A–G campaign 

during a 2006 national summit organized in Boston 

by the Education Trust. “They’re hungry to learn what 

happened in Los Angeles,” Russlynn Ali stated. 
 
 
Lessons froM the Perfect storM

 The success of the A–G movement in the LAUSD 

demonstrates the “perfect storm” of characters, 

campaigning, climate, and context that if altered in any 

way could have produced significantly different results. 

Recalling the success of the A–G movement, Sanchez 

emphasized that reform movements rarely experience 

the effective integration of research, media, and mobi-

lization like the CEE campaign. The synergy created 

by this fusion of factors led to an unprecedented 

movement and victory for instructional reform in the 

Los Angeles Unified School District, the lessons from 

which may hopefully provide guidance for reformers 

involved in future movements for social equity across 

the country. 
 
 
Historical Precedent

 “When we showed up at the board in 2004 with this 

demand [for A–G], it wasn’t the first time the board had 

heard it,” Retana recalled. “It wasn’t like [A–G] had come 

out of nowhere. There was some kind of precedent.” 

Indeed, the Education Trust-West and other research 

institutions like UCLA/IDEA and UC/ACCORD had 

previously presented A–G data to the LAUSD Board of 
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Education. The national and statewide movement for 

more rigor and college preparation in high schools was 

also beginning to catch on in Los Angeles. The spread of 

this movement became coupled with a growing dissatis-

faction with the state of Los Angeles’ public educational 

system and the more visible presence of community-

based organizations like Community Coalition, InnerCity 

Struggle, and AAP/CCEE fighting for educational equity 

on behalf their economically disadvantaged and ethnic-

minority memberships. Education had become a front 

and center issue that could no longer be ignored in 

Los Angeles. “As a whole, the LAUSD was under the 

microscope and pretty vulnerable to attack at that time,” 

said Luis Sanchez of InnerCity Struggle. This historical 

precedent created a platform upon which CEE could 

balance its demands and opened the door for A–G to 

enter the district. Retana stressed the importance of 

historical precedent for any social movement: “I think 

as grassroots movements come together and address 

issues, they’ll be more successful with issues that have 

a history of recent organizing and intentions.”

 
 
Political Landscape

 The political landscape in Los Angeles also 

provided a backdrop that was particularly receptive 

to an educational reform movement. Not only did the 

2005 mayoral race between Antonio Villaraigosa and 

incumbent James K. Hahn bring increased attention to 

the state of education in Los Angeles, but the threat of 

mayoral takeover of the district following Villaraigosa’s 

election placed the Board of Education in a “hot seat.” 

The Board of Education was forced to combat its 

possible dissolution by demonstrating district progress 

and responsiveness to community needs. The 

dynamics of the Board of Education and other city 

offices also contributed to a particularly facilitating 

political landscape by forcing elected officials to take 

a stand for A–G. José Huizar, who had planned to 

run for the Los Angeles City Council, saw an opportunity 

for a strong victory to complete his term as president 

of the Board of Education and was able to garner 

enough community support to usher him into a city 

council seat. Remaining Board of Education members, 

like Marlene Canter and Jon Lauritzen, understood the 

president’s position would need to be filled upon Huizar’s 

departure and signed on to A–G when they saw the 

overwhelming community support for the change in 

policy. Canter eventually triumphed over Lauritzen with 

CEE’s endorsement that was promised upon Canter’s 

voicing of her support for the A–G resolution. Former 

Superintendent Romer, unbeknownst to the public, was 

in the midst of planning his retirement from the district 

and, similar to Huizar, was looking to close his career 

on a positive note. These political decisions combined 

with the support of political figures like Councilmember 

Alex Padilla and Senator Richard Alarcón created 

a landscape that made it difficult for the Board of Educa-

tion to deny A–G to its constituents.

 

 

 

 The importance of this political landscape was 

never taken for granted by CEE leaders. The coalition 

recognized that oftentimes it was walking on thin ice 

and that one wrong step could send its efforts crash-

ing into the freezing water below. When Huizar left the 

Board of Education for the city council shortly following 

the passage of the A–G resolution, CEE worried that 

the coalition no longer had a crusader on the Board 

of Education who would continue to fight for effective 

implementation of the new A–G policy. Mónica García, 

still in a close battle with UTLA member Chris Arellano 

for Huizar’s empty seat, had not yet claimed her place 

on the board. “We had to be very careful,” recalls Dr. 

Mendoza. “If anything had gone wrong, how would 

CEE be able to work within the district? CEE couldn’t 

afford to alienate itself.” 
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CEE Composition and Interaction:  Strength Lies 
in Numbers, But Not Numbers Alone

 

 After years of working in isolation to no avail, 

education reformers finally joined forces to achieve a 

feat that no organization had been able to accomplish 

alone. While the success of CEE highlights the truth 

in the cliché that strength lies in numbers, what was 

particularly special about the coalition was not only its 

large membership, but also its diversity, focus, and 

cohesion. With respect to the group’s diversity, the 

organizations that became essential members of CEE 

represented both Black and Brown populations, had 

an assorted repertoire of experience in education, and 

spanned the vast geography of Los Angeles County. 

In addition to diversity in ethnicity, expertise, and 

geography, CEE “had representation from academia, 

community organizations, the school district, politi-

cians, students, parents” and virtually every sector 

that held a stake in the education of Los Angeles 

youth, said Buchanan. Such diversity in member-

ship allowed CEE to develop strategic relationships 

within diverse sectors. Luis Sanchez commented, 

“ABC had institutional relationships, like United Way, 

and then United Way brought in folks to support the 

campaign that never would have supported it if it was 

just Community Coalition and InnerCity Struggle….

On the other hand, [InnerCity Struggle’s] relationships 

with labor helped out too. We had a good relationship 

with the new leadership of UTLA, who was against 

the resolution, but we got them to back off and be 

silent opposition.” Partial responsibility for such stra-

tegic diversity in CEE falls to Melvin (ABC) and Retana 

(Community Coalition), who organized the initial 

HSHA meeting in June 2004. According to Melvin, 

“Anyone who wants to do [policy reform] has to be 

really thoughtful in identifying all the different people 

who have a stake in a policy and determining when 

and how to organize them.” 

 While CEE’s membership was diverse, its focus 

certainly was not. Garcia speculated, “There had been 

many organizations working on this kind of agenda 

for many, many years, but what made it different this 

time was that we had leadership in multiple agencies 

all looking in the same direction and willing to work on 

[the issue] right then. It was a priority for everyone at 

the table.” Indeed, CEE’s clear focus on a single issue 

of importance throughout the entire campaign allowed 

the coalition to avoid distraction by other issues. Many 

CEE members echoed Garcia’s sentiment and again 

credited the leadership of Retana and Melvin with 

keeping the coalition focused on A–G. “In a lot of ways, 

I think they held us together and kept the group on 

task during our meetings,” said one CEE member. 

 

 With so many diverse organizations focusing 

together on a single cause, CEE had to “figure out 

how to fit everyone together,” in Buchanan’s words. 

This task proved relatively easy as a unique cohesion 

began to develop among CEE members. Many of 

CEE’s members already had a track record of work-

ing together, which produced a foundation of trust 

upon which CEE could build. “Trust helped to move 

our work more quickly,” Garcia recalled. “It allowed us 

to create an honest and safe space for brainstorming, 

quality thinking, and a challenging of ideas….It was 

great to have that authenticity.” According to Melvin, 

the group was also able to avoid splintering due to 

the democratic processes that were used during the 

formation of CEE’s mission and goals. “I don’t think 

we have ever moved forward without total consensus 

from the group,” said Melvin. During such consensus- 

building, ABC, Community Coalition and other 

members of the Steering Committee never imposed 

their own focus, but rather provided full information, 

allowed for full discussion, and encouraged each 

organization to engage fully and to contribute in its 

own unique way.
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 Groups like InnerCity Struggle, AAP/CCEE, ABC, 

and Community Coalition contributed expertise in 

community mobilization and possessed legitimacy 

within the community. A nationally recognized 

organization, United Way brought political credibility 

and powerful stakeholders to the cause. Mónica 

García, from the office of Board of Education 

President José Huizar, provided a crucial link to the 

decision-making body and, as a former school 

counselor, brought knowledge of the internal environ-

ment of schools and the issues concerning access 

to college. As a former educator and superintendent, 

Maria Casillas from Families in Schools possessed 

knowledge and experience working within the 

education system. And institutions like UC/ACCORD 

and the Education Trust-West added research expertise 

to the group. “It was important for us to distribute 

the power and responsibilities within the coalition” to 

capitalize on all of these diverse strengths of CEE’s 

membership, recalled Melvin. The cohesion that 

resulted from this democratic and inclusive process, 

and the trust upon which CEE was built, seemed to 

fuel the work and contributed to the success of the 

coalition in its campaign. 
 
 
An Armed Coalition

 Dr. Jeannie Oakes (UCLA/IDEA), who provided 

invaluable research expertise to CEE, remarked that 

the coalition “became as credible as I’ve ever seen 

grassroots organizations to be because they were 

so armed with knowledge and evidence.” Without a 

doubt, CEE was able to capitalize on the involvement of 

research institutions like UCLA/IDEA and UC/ACCORD 

to gather some very compelling local statistics related 

to educational opportunity in district high schools. 

Previous studies by the Education Trust-West, as well 

as studies conducted in the San Jose Unified School 

District, helped expose many of the myths surrounding 

rigorous curricula and highly supported CEE’s 

argument that a rigorous curriculum enhances the 

achievement of all students. The strength of CEE’s 

research “arms” emanated from the coalition’s 

effective use and presentation of this data, whether 

through Dr. Mendoza’s undeniably potent GIS maps, 

Families In Schools’ The Schools We Deserve 

pamphlets that were disseminated as learning tools, 

or the multiple other innovative CEE creations.

 

 Not only was such research effective in building a 

strong, countywide coalition through the education 

of parents and students, but it also had a noticeable 

effect on the outcome of the board vote in June 2005, 

at least from the perspective of Board Member Mike 

Lansing. “Having a bunch of people march around a 

room, does that really motivate me? Not so much. 

It was hearing the issues…and getting educated on 

what the motion was trying to deliver.” A large part 

of “hearing the issues” consisted of presentations by 

CEE-affiliated researchers who were able to connect 

A–G to vocational education, one of Lansing’s and 

fellow Board Member Jon Lauritzen’s priorities on the 

governing body. Without the research demonstrating 

that employers in skilled job sectors are increasingly 

hiring employees with higher levels of high school 

math and English, CEE may have lost these two 

critical votes.
 
A Community-Driven Approach

 Perhaps most crucial to the success of CEE’s 

A–G campaign, the goals of the coalition never 

wavered from the community-driven purpose for 

which the group first came together. From the initial 

moment of the campaign, CEE leaders stood along-

side community members, parents, and students and 

sought their feedback and input into CEE strategies 

and decisions. Retana described this unwavering 

dedication to the community:
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“I don’t think [CEE is] the ‘voice’ for our 

membership. Our membership is the voice. 

Otherwise, what makes us different from 

policymakers advocating on the behalf of those 

who are directly affected? We’re not in the schools. 

We’re not taking the classes. It’s not our lives 

that are affected by this policy. The reason [our 

organizations] exist is because people brought 

[this issue] to our attention.”

 

 Because CEE was so community-driven, its strate-

gies revolved around direct involvement of community 

members in its campaign. Russlynn Ali, who has 

witnessed educational reform movements across 

the state, voiced that the community organizing that 

occurred for A–G in Los Angeles was “unlike any 

community organizing in the nation.” Had hundreds 

of community members not shown up at the district 

office—on three separate occasions—the policy might 

not have been given the attention it deserved from 

the Board of Education. “You never see thousands 

of parents and students outside the district office on 

the street…not since the equity battles of the sixties 

and seventies,” recalled Sanchez, who believes that 

the presence of the masses changed the dynamic 

of the final vote. “The Board had to vote know-

ing the public opinion and knowing there would be 

repercussions based on their votes.” Ali supplemented 

Sanchez’s point: “Board members really struggled 

with whether or not kids could do this, but when 

they heard from parents and kids themselves [they 

re-examined that belief]. This was the first time that so 

many people demanded rigor. [The demands weren’t 

about] anti-assessments or anti-accountability, but 

pro-accountability and pro-rigor.” 

 

 Despite CEE’s success in engaging community 

stakeholders, Retana voiced one criticism related to 

the coalition’s missed opportunity to create a space 

for community members to strategically discuss the 

issues of educational inequity together. He rhetorically 

asked, “What are the benefits to bringing South L.A. 

members together with our East L.A. members and 

our Pico-Union members to say, ‘Besides just showing 

up at an action together, we’re going to make some 

strategic decisions together?’ CEE should be the 

vehicle through which they can have that discussion. 

The city doesn’t create that space. The county doesn’t. 

Districts don’t.” Retana does not discount the value of 

what CEE did accomplish with respect to community 

involvement, however: “No matter how many tactics 

on the inside we used—having Mónica [García] there, 

having José [Huizar] pushing it—it wouldn’t have 

mattered if we didn’t have parents and students at the 

table mobilized to make an impact. You take that out 

and you don’t have anything.”

 

 The future of A–G appears to also depend on 

this factor of community engagement, according to 

Dr. Linda Murray, who has already experienced the 

idiosyncrasies of implementation in the San Jose 

Unified School District. “Unless the community really 

becomes aware of what it means to be college 

ready,” she emphasized, “it can’t be done, it can’t be 

sustained, and it will get derailed.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ePiLogue
 
So just how will the A–G Story end? Will disengage-

ment lead to derailment and the status quo? Or will 

the Greater Los Angeles community build on the 

momentum generated by the CEE coalition and ensure 

every high school student graduates ready for college 

and prepared to enter the workforce?
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To write the final chapter in which true educational 

equity is achieved, we must set aside politics and 

individual differences, and continue to work as one 

community toward improving our schools and the lives 

of students. We must maximize strategic partnerships, 

create spaces for honest dialogue, seize opportunities 

for positive change, and constantly call for account- 

ability from those entrusted with educating our youth.

 

Already, the perfect storm of events that led the LAUSD 

to pass the A-G Resolution is helping to shape an 

environment that can facilitate the implementation 

of rigorous curriculum. In May 2007, AB 1381, which 

would have given Mayor Villaraigosa and other local 

mayors a larger voice in district governance, was 

declared unconstitutional by state courts. While 

controversial, the defeated bill had the positive effect 

of generating new levels of dialogue between civic 

leaders and the district, and in securing acknowledge-

ments from both sides that better collaboration is 

needed to address school performance.  

 

Following the retirement of Roy Romer, Admiral David 

L. Brewer III was named the 46th superintendent of 

the LAUSD in October 2006. In his first State of the 

Schools address, Superintendent Brewer stressed the 

importance of parent engagement, and proposed 

forming an Innovation Division for Educational 

Achievement that would empower parents, students, 

community groups, and teachers to design and 

implement reform at the individual school level.  

Through recent elections, the Board of Education also 

gained three new members who have expressed a 

commitment to working with the community, the mayor’s 

office, and families to ensure students are prepared for 

college, work, and life. With the superintendent’s call 

for parent engagement, a receptive Board of Education, 

and a mayor focused on the quality of public education, 

conditions look favorable for ensuring that the promise 

of educational equity becomes a reality. 

 

In the end, we all have a stake in seeing L.A.’s students 

graduate with the math, language, and analytical skills 

demanded by the 21st century, global marketplace. 

Whether it’s businesses that prosper from an educated 

workforce, future workers whose knowledge and skills 

can translate into higher-wage jobs, or communities 

that thrive from fewer dropouts and a more robust 

economy, everyone benefits when all youth finish high 

school primed for success.

 

As The A–G Story has shown, by working together as 

a community of parents, students, business leaders, 

elected officials, activists and educators, Greater Los 

Angeles can become a model for educational equity, 

and create a public school system where every student         

gains the 21st century skills to succeed and the chance 

to choose his or her own future.
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Appendix B 
POWER ANALySIS SLIDES

 
To view this presentation as a PowerPoint 

Slideshow, click on the Microsoft PowerPoint 
file icon called “Power Analysis Slides.pps” 

at the start of this CD.
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2002 – 2004 
Senate Bills 1731 (2002), 
383 (2003), and 1795 (2004) are 
introduced by Senator Richard 
Alarcón in attempt to include 
A–G within CA state high school 
graduation requirements. 
All three are defeated.

2003 
United Way of Greater 
Los Angeles releases Latino 
Scorecard, exposing the fact 
that in tracking L.A. County high 
school enrollment (1998-2000), 
about 30,000 Latino students 
“disappeared.”

June 2005 
A–G policy is passed by LAUSD Board.

June 2004 
A–G campaign to hold LAUSD 
“accountable” is launched.

CLICK HERE FOR 
TIMELINE DETAIL

September 2005 
LAUSD convenes first A–G Advisory 
Committee meeting and releases 
12-step plan for implementation.

November 2005 
LAUSD School Board member José Huizar 
is elected to the Los Angeles City Council.

February 2006 
LAUSD Superintendent Roy Romer 
announces retirement. 

July 2006 
Mónica García elected to LAUSD Board, 
becoming the third Latina to serve on the 
Board in its 155 year history. 

2008 
Phase I - LAUSD 
A–G implementation. 

2012 
Phase II - LAUSD 
A–G implementation.

1990
AAP/CEE begins to organize 
parents for educational 
equity in West Los Angeles.

1994 
L.A. Annenberg Metropolitan 
Project (LAAMP) is created.

1996 
UC/ACCORD develops 
College Opportunity Ratio (COR).

1998 
San Jose Unified School District 
passes A–G policy.

2000 
Community Coalition launches 
Equal Access to College 
Preparatory Classes campaign 
in South L.A.    

InnerCity Struggle begins 
organizing for educational 
equity in East L.A. 

United Way of Greater 
Los Angeles releases American 
Dream Makers, a report 
acknowledging the emergence 
of Latinos as the county’s 
largest ethnic group with 
enormous potential for 
defining the future of L.A.

1990’s

September 2006 
Montebello Unified School District 
passes A–G policy.

October 2006 
David L. Brewer III becomes 
the 46th superintendent of LAUSD.

2000 2002 – 2004 2005 – 2007 2008 – 2012

Tracking The a–g MoveMenT in Los   angeLes counTy – 20 year TiMeLine
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June 24 - 2004 
Alliance for a Better Community and Community 
Coalition convene first A–G coalition meeting under 
the name: High School for High Achievement (HSHA).

July – September 2004 
HSHA attempts to gather information from  LAUSD.

September 2004 
HSHA develops Policy Agenda; establishes 
four committees to divide campaign work.

October – December 2004 
HSHA uses talking points in attempt 
to gather support for coalition’s cause.

June – DeceMber 2004 January – June 2005

January 2005 
HSHA holds planning retreat. HSHA adopts new name: 
Communities for Educational Equity (CEE) 
CEE begins effort to gather 25,000 petitions 
from students and parents.

April 26 - 2005 
CEE holds press event to publicly launch campaign. 
CEE presents 25,000 signed petitions to Board of 
Education at press conference.

June 14 - 2005 
Final CEE demonstration at LAUSD 
district offices is successful.

   A–G RESOLuTiON pASSES wiTh 6-1 vOTE 

July 1 - 2005 
Antonio Villaraigosa becomes 41st mayor of Los Angeles.

cee a– g caMPaign TiMeLine 
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