
 
 

 
 

Oakland Unified School District 
Impact Assessment 

School Portfolio Management 
 
 

“The district’s school portfolio is intended to be dynamic in response to changing 
student needs, family demands, performance data and demographic trends.  School 
portfolio management gives us a ‘bird’s eye view’ of the school system and criteria to 
evaluate the portfolio’s effectiveness at meeting our goal of providing each family with 

quality school options in their neighborhood and across the city.” 
 
 

What is School Portfolio Management?  Why do it? 
The 108 schools operating in the Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) are 
tremendously diverse—nearly 50 small schools of all grade levels, comprehensive middle 
and high schools, K-5s and K-8s, theme-based schools, in addition to almost 40 charter 
schools within the city limits.  The diversity is by design, with OUSD actively embracing a 
community-led movement that replaced low-performing, overcrowded schools with new 
small autonomous schools.  In addition, the district actively encouraged the start-up of 
new schools with unique themes, such as the Life Academy for Health and Bioscience, 
the project-based MetWest High School, and Oakland International High School which 
caters to recent immigrant students.  OUSD also encouraged the formation of small 
theme-based learning communities at comprehensive high schools, such as Oakland 
Technical High School.  OUSD believes that every family should have access to at least 
two quality school options in their neighborhood, and the ability to select from a diverse 
range of educational options throughout the city 
 
In order to better the quality and diversity of its schools, OUSD instituted School 
Portfolio Management (SPM) in 2006-07 to evaluate and manage its dynamic school 
portfolio based on three dimensions: (1) quality, (2) enrollment and capacity, and (3) 
programmatic diversity.  Via SPM, OUSD is constantly evaluating and managing its 
schools in light of leadership and academic results, changing programmatic needs, and 
shifting enrollment and capacity trends. 
 
 
How SPM Works 
SPM evaluates and manages the school portfolio along three dimensions: 

 
1. Quality: OUSD designed the “tiered accountability and support system” 

that ranks each school based on its absolute academic performance, 
growth in academic performance over one- and three-years, and progress 
towards closing the achievement gap. 
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2. Enrollment / Capacity:  The district considers actual and long-term 
enrollment projections and reviews its attendance boundaries to ensure 
each family has access to two quality school options. 

 
3. Programmatic Diversity:  OUSD evaluates existing programs and any 

new program needs to ensure that the district is proving diverse options 
to families. 

 
Every fall, OUSD evaluates each school and the district overall using the three criteria.  
The process generates an understanding of the performance levels, capacity needs and 
programmatic diversity of schools by neighborhood and city-wide.  A list of “focus 
schools” is created to flag schools that are chronically low-performing, severely under-
enrolled, or facing another formidable challenge.  Student needs unmet by current 
school programs are also identified.  The OUSD Cabinet and Board of Education, with 
community and family engagement, determine if the district should pursue any school 
closures, openings, structural or programmatic changes or other significant 
interventions. 
 
 
How it Works: SPM Implementation Tools 
 
1.  The Tiered Accountability and Support System, introduced in 2006-07, 
measures school quality, ranks schools based on performance, and determines the level 
of flexibility or support given to each school.   The quality of each school is measured by 
three performance categories: 
 

1. Absolute performance 
2. Accelerated student level growth (the school’s “value add” over 1- to 3-years) 
3. Progress towards closing the achievement gap between the school’s lowest 

performing and highest performing student subgroups (e.g. English language 
learners, Latinos, etc.) 

 
The system uses a simple color-coded scale.  Blue and green schools are the highest-
performing, and are eligible to apply for flexibility from district-wide curricula.  Red are 
the lowest-performing schools, followed by orange and yellow schools, all of which 
receive increased monitoring and support. 
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OUSD’s Tiered Accountability and Support System reflects the district’s theory of action 
about how to improve performance at scale: 
 

In order to accelerate achievement in every school, OUSD must differentiate 
the supports and interventions provided based on where schools currently 
exist along the continuum from needing intervention to having demonstrated a 
capacity to accelerate achievement.  This differentiation also allows for 
innovation while increasing accountability across the system. 

 
For all schools, this system is intended to strengthen accountability for results and 
increase transparency around performance data and rankings for schools, families and 
communities.  All schools know they are being held to exactly the same high standards 
as every other school in OUSD.  Every school and its stakeholders know how the school 
compares to other district schools.  Then, depending on a school’s color, it receives 
differentiated supports and interventions: 
 

• Red, orange and yellow schools are given extra support to improve 
instructional practices and curricular and assessment alignment, are prioritized to 
receive additional funding or coaching resources, and receive increased 
monitoring by the Network Executive Officer (a supervisor of 8-15 schools) to 
help guide instructional and resource allocation decisions.  A central office 
support team conducts periodic instructional walkthroughs at red and orange 
schools and may require specific interventions.  A red school may be redesigned 
or closed. 

 
• Blue and green schools are recognized for their capacity to improve student 

performance and are encouraged to innovate.  These schools are eligible to 
apply for flexibility from the district-wide curriculum. 

 
In addition to providing a framework around which to work on improving schools, the 
tiering system has been an effective tool for communicating with families and for 
families to use data to improve schools.  One of the original goals of School Portfolio 
Management was to increase families’ understanding of school quality and to mobilize 
community and family engagement in the context of school closures and school 
creation.  For example, some schools that have historically been considered high-
performing received a green or yellow tier based on a sizeable achievement gap at the 
school.  Families from these schools are now clamoring to be involved to help their 
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school address these performance inequities and earn a blue ranking.  On the other 
hand, families in neighborhoods with high concentrations of red and orange schools are 
able to use the data to demand better school options from the district. 
 
2.  Another tool within OUSD’s School Portfolio Management is the identification of 
Focus Schools.  After the schools are tiered in early fall, the SPM Coordinator 
generates a list of “focus schools” using specific academic and enrollment criteria.  The 
focus schools are primarily schools with major academic and/or enrollment concerns, but 
also schools that are requesting a major programmatic (e.g., dual language immersion), 
structural (e.g., grade configuration) or other change, or schools that are experiencing a 
major challenge.  The selection and intervention process is aligned with federal, state 
and local accountability, such as state-identified Program Improvement Schools and the 
alternatives recommended under No Child Left Behind, as well as specific interventions 
called for by state-sanctioned School Assistance and Intervention Teams. 
 
The focus schools list is evaluated and finalized through discussions among the 
Superintendent and Cabinet, along with Network Executive Officers (NExOs) and 
principals of the identified schools, and approved by the Board of Education.  The focus 
schools identified for academic and/or enrollment reasons have three primary 
alternatives: 

1. Increased monitoring and support 
2. Internal restructuring / new school redesign 
3. Closure 

 
Each focus school engages staff, students, families and other stakeholders in an 
intensive process of understanding the school’s challenges and alternatives, and 
soliciting recommendations.  NExOs and Cabinet members support the schools during 
these community engagement processes and provide special support to red focus 
schools.  A district-level team conducts a walkthrough at every red focus school to 
evaluate the school’s improvement strategies and make targeted recommendations. In 
fall 2008, OUSD hired Cambridge Associates to help design and facilitate walkthroughs 
and detailed reports for all the red focus schools.  By December, recommendations are 
made regarding the future of the focus schools. 
 
3.  Another tool used to strengthen OUSD’s management of its school portfolio in the 
past was the New School Incubator.  Based on previous work done for OUSD by the 
Bay Area Coalition for Equitable Schools, OUSD designed a 12-month curriculum for new 
school design team leaders and provided coaching support for the design teams through 
the district’s Instructional Services department.  The goal of incubation was to increase 
a new school’s likelihood of success by ensuring that the school articulated a strong 
theory of action about how to attain high outcomes for all students, had effective 
leadership and management in place, created a robust instructional program and aligned 
budget, served community demand, and had structures to engage families and the 
community.  Design team leaders participated in weekly meetings over the course of the 
year and were responsible for scaffolding the incubator training to their full design 
teams and desired student, parent and community stakeholders.  The district incubated 
26 new schools between 2004 and 2008. 
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4.  As a final tool in its school portfolio management toolkit, OUSD has an active Office 
of Charter Schools.  This office authorizes new charters, evaluates existing charter 
schools, and provides ongoing support and oversight, with an added mission of enabling 
charter schools to have a positive impact on the broader school system.  The Charter 
Schools Coordinator maintains that “while charter schools are viewed as part of the 
portfolio, to what extent they are viewed as equal players with district schools has 
changed over time, and varies among district leaders.”  The office has standardized the 
district’s charter school authorization, evaluation and renewal processes in order to 
ensure that every Oakland charter school is providing a quality educational option, and it 
has pushed for more sharing of best practices between charters and district schools. 
 
Results/ Benefits of School Portfolio Management 
 

• The number of school options has dramatically increased, providing 
more choice for families and the potential for more innovation.  The 
district offers 108 varied school options, as well as 32 charter schools run by 
independent organizations.  Students can pursue specific interests, such as 
architecture, health or the arts, in traditional college prep courses or more 
hands-on project based settings.  Nearly half of the district-run schools (49) are 
new small schools opened between 2000 and 2007.  Even large comprehensive 
schools, such as Oakland Technical High School, have embraced the culture of 
choice by offering theme-based small learning communities.  

 
• SPM enables the district to diagnose and meet underserved student 

needs.  For example, for years, district, school and community leaders had 
pointed to the special challenges experienced by the district’s sizeable recent 
immigrant high-school age population.  OUSD leaders visited one of New York 
City’s International High Schools (IHS) and were impressed by the school’s 
demonstrated success.  Indeed, New York’s three oldest International High 
Schools graduated 65% of its English Language Learner (ELL) students, 
surpassing not only the ELL 33% graduation rate among traditional New York 
City high schools, but also the city’s overall high school graduation of 52% for all 
students.  Over 90% of IHS students continue onto college.  Through the SPM 
process, OUSD successfully proposed and opened Oakland International HS. 

 
District leaders also used the SPM process to start two programs aimed at 
reaching recent drop-outs or at-risk students, two other historically underserved 
student groups in Oakland.  Gateway to College helps high school drop outs earn 
a high school diploma and college credit, while AdvancedPath Academy helps at-
risk students stay in school, earn diplomas and prepare for success in college 
and work. 
 

• SPM allows OUSD to identify struggling schools and design thoughtful 
interventions in partnership with families and the community.  In 2006-
07, ACORN Woodland Elementary School was identified as a focus school 
through the School Portfolio Management Process.  AWE was a red school that 
year and had a history of poor performance; in fact, it was the district’s lowest 
performing school in 2001.  As a focus school, AWE received increased 
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monitoring and support from district leaders, most notably biannual 
walkthroughs.  AWE also invested site resources in professional development; a 
data coach to help build teachers’ capacity to analyze student results and 
differentiate instruction to meet an individual student’s needs; a literacy coach to 
help improve standards-based instruction; the development of diagnostic, 
standards-based assessments; and efforts to engage families and the local 
community in improving student learning. 

 
In 2007-08, AWE moved up one tier, but was still monitored closely by the 
district.  OUSD selected AWE to pilot a new math curriculum known as Si Swun 
math developed in Long Beach, California.  The school’s principal maintained her 
investments in professional development to support standards-based instruction 
and assessments.  The school has since exited Program Improvement status and 
posted very high one-year gains on the California Standards Test in both 2008 
and 2009. 
 

• SPM provides a process to help OUSD make complex, and often 
difficult, decisions in a coordinated fashion.  Decisions about individual 
school closures, openings or changes no longer need to be made in isolation.  
While the district is still refining SPM, OUSD is moving towards a place in which 
every decision is made in light of the district’s goals of providing every family 
with two quality neighborhood schools and a diverse range of options across the 
city and involves three criteria: 1) quality, 2) enrollment/capacity, and 3) 
programmatic diversity.  As the district confronted budget cuts for 2009 due to 
the State of California budget crisis, OUSD originally contemplated school 
closures as a cost-saving and fiscal sustainability strategy.  Board and community 
feedback, however, insisted that the district should weigh more criteria than just 
financial savings—particularly academic performance—in their decision-making.  
This insistence on relying on the SPM process to ensure a comprehensive 
analysis and decision-making process indicates that SPM is now part of the 
culture of the district.  
 

Lessons Learned 
 

• Making the SPM process transparent and accessible to schools, 
students, families and the community is an ongoing challenge.  The 
district engages the public and focus school communities during the SPM 
process, but stakeholders do not always understand the “bird’s eye view” 
decision-making lens, as well as specific criteria, such as the tiered accountability 
and support system used to measure and address school quality. 

 
• SPM requires strong managerial capacity to implement well.  Network 

Executive Officers, who each manage 8-15 very diverse schools, need to have 
the leadership and managerial skills to differentiate supports and interventions to 
each school based on its performance, culture, programs, and capacity.  


