
Oakland Test Scores up, but the Budget’s down…How did it happen? 
 
By Joseph J. Haraburda 
 
The record is clear. The test scores of Oakland students have outpaced those of most 
California schools!   
 
Dr. Tony Smith, the Superintendent of Oakland School District, is quick to give credit 
and praise to his staff, the Board and the parents for their active support of the recently 
approved Strategic Plan. But let’s be clear – our Superintendent has provided the 
leadership that has advanced us to this point!   
 
It’s been three years since the Oakland Unified School District was freed from state 
receivership, to fend for its own with a new leader who could take local schools to a level 
of respectability that hadn’t been seen for years. That new leader was Dr. Smith, whose 
own children attend Oakland public schools and who has a stake in the system with a 
directive to show immediate improvements. 
 
Under the guidance of the School Board, the District has earned the distinction of being 
California’s most improved school district, a distinction based on academic growth 
through the Academic Performance Index (API). 
 
Dr. Smith has called education “a life and death situation for our kids,” and continually 
reminds parents, teachers and local businesspeople that “No one can do everything, but 
everyone can do something,” a request for all citizens to get involved with the school 
district and its students. 
 
The improvement in the schools comes despite a 28% reduction in budget. Grades are up 
while the budget is down. Hard to believe? Yes, but the record has become clear – the 
Oakland Unified School District has sharply turned the corner from a lowly academic 
record to the out-pacing of all other California schools. 
 
And the future looks even brighter. During the past year, despite historic state-level 
budget cuts, there’s an improved budget with no statutory layoffs. Due to financial 
improvements, the District announced that no school closures are expected this fall. 
Teachers at two Oakland middle schools are piloting a new system that focuses on giving 
teachers meaningful feedback and professional growth aimed at improving their craft, 
while local communities, community partners and District service organizations are 
working to implement the “Thriving Students” vision of high quality, full service 
community schools in every neighborhood. 
 
In addition, OUSD is now one of nine school systems in the state designated as a 
California Linked Learning district, reinforcing its leadership among districts that 
emphasize a curriculum integrating college preparatory academics with work-based 
learning and technical education. 
 



And, OUSD has expanded summer school programs to include more than 8,000 students 
annually. 
 
With all of this improvement, is the District leadership content with the improvements? 
Not for a moment. There is already a comprehensive program that would lead to a “wish 
list” for three years from now – that every eighth grader be ready for high school, that 
Oakland students have the highest quality teachers day in and day out, and that the 
District continues to narrow the gap between the grades of African American and 
Hispanic students and the rest of the student population. 
 
Congratulations to the Oakland School Board, our Superintendent, the management team, 
the teachers, and the parent leaders who have made the many difficult decisions while 
committed to investing in our children.   
 
Joseph Haraburda is the President and Chief Executive Officer of the Oakland 
Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce. 
 


