
1

Oakland School Board Questionnaire

Name: Austin Dannhaus

Phone: (979) 864-0416

E-mail: austin@austinforousd.com

Website: http://www.austinforousd.com

 

Preface note:  We realize that beyond certain specific references to the pandemic, that many of the 

questions below will also relate to the crisis in which we find ourselves.

1. Motivation: Why do you choose to run?

I’m running for Oakland School Board to ensure the promise of a great public education for every child 

in our city. I believe a child’s zip code should not determine the quality of the school they attend – and 

will fight to end racial inequality in our schools.

For too long, competing interests have created division in our community. That division has harmed our 

students and prevented us from working together to build a better OUSD. My campaign is focused on 

mending those divides and uniting our community around the common goal of providing every child with 

the best education possible. We have to realize that better schools start with us. As leaders, we need to 

model trust, collaboration, and respect for each other as we work in the best interest of our students.

 

2. Qualifications: Please give a brief summary of your background and qualifications for the office 

of school board member.

My life’s work has focused on building equitable and just education systems. I’m fortunate to have 

worked in numerous roles across nearly every level of education – giving me unique perspectives on the 

systemic challenges we must work to address. I started my career as a 3rd grade public school teacher at a 

Title 1 school in the Washington, D.C. area. I served as the Grade-level Chairperson, Learning 

Technology Coordinator, and as a member of the School Improvement Committee. After my time in the 

classroom, I founded an afterschool literacy program, worked as a high school football coach, and served 

as a community organizer for education and faith-based nonprofits with the Opportunity Nation 

campaign. My work as an organizer led me to work on federal, state, and local education policy reform 

where I worked on successful efforts to expand programs for English-language learners and ensure 
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services were equitably provided to students with special needs. For the last 5 years, I’ve worked as a 

consultant supporting mission-driven organizations with their strategic planning and communications. I 

also serve as a faculty member with the Prison University Project at San Quentin.

 

3. Programs and Priorities: Elected office provides the opportunity to proactively lead by placing 

new ideas for consideration and development. What do you believe are the main priorities for the 

School Board?

Our board needs to provide steady leadership after decades of turmoil. This is an historic election with 

four new members joining the board. We must recognize that the district is struggling largely due to its 

inability to commit a strategic plan. While there is much that can be improved, the new board should 

focus on amending and improving existing board policy and forgo a “start from scratch” approach.

The board’s next priority should be the financial health of the district. We cannot have meaningful 

conversations about what we value and where we want to invest our resources until we have a clear 

picture of where we stand. As a board member, I will ensure we have accurate and transparent information 

on the district’s budget.

Next, the board should focus on ensuring educational equity. Systemic racism has led to two OUSDs: one 

that works for wealthier communities and one that fails to serve the needs of students and families of 

color. I will work to amend the board’s approach to resource allocation to ensure we consider race when 

determining funding to the school sites.

The board should look for additional ways to invest in teachers – especially through professional 

development. Our teachers are the most important factor in our children’s education. And let’s face it: 

being a teacher in Oakland is hard. Teachers are underpaid and under supported. As a board member, I 

will do everything I can to ensure our teachers are treated like the professionals they are.

Finally – but most importantly - we must ensure all of our efforts are aligned to improving academic 

outcomes. Right now, only 1 in 5 Black students in Oakland reads on grade level. All spending in the 

district should be aligned to creating teaching and learning environments that focus on the critical teacher-

student interaction that leads to high quality learning.

 

4. Handling the Pandemic: In the current crisis, please reflect on the process of reopening schools 

and related issues such as distance learning.
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First, we must close the digital divide. We live in the global center of technology innovation, and yet, we 

have too many families who are not able to reliably get online. We should first ensure that students and 

families have the technology and training they need to participate in distance learning.

Secondly, the reopening of schools should be guided by the recommendations of public health experts. 

While our communities are in need of a return to normalcy, we cannot risk the health and safety of our 

students, teachers, and staff.

Third, as we continue to create the best possible learning situation for each should, we should prioritize 

the needs of students most at risk of falling further behind. The pandemic is exacerbating existing wealth 

and educational attainment gaps resulting from centuries of systemic racism and inequality. Our plans 

must proactively reduce those gaps.

Finally, we should use this as an opportunity to think creatively about how we use the talents of our 

teacher and staff members. Instead of replicating the same school structure in a digital environment, we 

use the flexibility of technology to rethink our instructional approaches. For example, teachers who are 

more comfortable may be able to deliver online learning to a larger group of students while other teachers 

focus entirely on small group instruction and one-on-one coaching.

5. School Evaluation: How do you assess the overall state of the OUSD? Identify successes and 

shortcomings.

Despite OUSD’s challenges, there are many successes we should celebrate. Over the past 5 years, the 

graduation rate has increased from 63% to 73%. Here in District 1, Oakland Tech offers a model for 

creating high-performing, resource-efficient and racially diverse schools that should be the rule and not 

the exception. And while smaller class sizes will always lead to better student outcomes, OUSD is already 

below the state average in terms of average class size.

OUSD, however, is generally not doing well – especially for students and families of color. We are well 

below the state averages for both math and literacy proficiency. We have a literacy crisis for our Black 

and Latinx students. And the district’s average school ranking is in the bottom 50%, as compared to all 

schools in California.

 

6. Budget: What changes in the OUSD budget would you suggest, especially in light of the current 

economic crisis? Why has the District faced ongoing budgetary problems, identified as shortfalls?
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OUSD has faced budgetary problems for many reasons: wasteful spending, overreliance on expensive 

contractors, a lack of budgeting best practices, unclear accounting and reporting, high turnover, ongoing 

spending related to programs and projects that are no longer a priority, and a lack of commitment to a 

clear strategic plan.

First and foremost, the budget should be aligned with a clear strategic plan. If we value our teachers, high 

quality curriculum, and services that lead to improved student outcomes – then our budget should reflect 

those values by fully funding what we know works best. The budget should also be restructured to ensure 

we provide our school sites with as much funding as possible. Our schools – led by great school leaders, 

built on a foundation of great teaching, and informed by the community – are where our families 

encounter the work of the district.

7. Greater Resources: What possible added/ new sources of revenue would you prioritize?

I support Prop 15 (Communities and Schools First) and believe we should close tax loopholes that benefit 

corporations to the detriment of our students across the state.

8. School Properties: What are your thoughts on maintaining current District sites/ properties, 

including their possible sale?

Many of our schools are more than 70 years old and require improvements to ensure a safe, comfortable 

learning space for students. I support Measure Y which will modernize facilities in OUSD and ensure 

students have the learning spaces and technology necessary for a 21st century education.

I do not support the sale of public property, which is an asset owned by the community. If we can find a 

way to lease district owned property in order to generate revenue for OUSD, I will consider those 

proposals and their contribution to the district’s financial situation.

9. Colocations: What is your evaluation of collocation of public and charter schools?

Every school operating in the district should have a safe, reliable, and up-to-date school facility. Anything 

less hinders the ability of our students to learn. The district, as a part of its plans to update its facilities 

plan, should end colocation and provide each school with its own facility. Co-location harms both district 

and charter schools at the same site. By ending this practice, we can give all schools space to develop 

their own learning culture and create a space that does not compete for resources with other schools.

10. Charter Schools: What is your general view of OUSD policy on charter schools? Do you favor a 
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moratorium on charters? Do you distinguish between different types of charters?

OUSD needs clear policy around district-charter partnership that defines the purpose, expectations, 

success criteria, and acceptable portion of the district for charter schools. In the absence of such policy, 

district and charter schools will compete over resources instead of collaborating in the best interest of 

kids.

Given the evidence that suggests we have too many schools for the number of students we serve across 

district and charter schools, I do not support the opening of new charter schools at this time. I will 

evaluate renewals based on clear criteria – including student outcomes, student population diversity, and 

working relationship with the district – to determine my support.

I support AB1505 which strengthens local control of charter schools, better enabling the board to make 

decisions about charter approval/renewal that consider their full impact on the district.

11. Discipline: What are your thoughts on the current OUSD policy on suspensions? What role do 

you see for restorative justice programs?

The district should make every effort to keep students in school and engaged in their learning. This of 

course must be weighed against the educational experience of other students in the classroom. I believe 

that by investing more in school-based counseling, we can support students who need additional support 

to participate fully in the classroom. Restorative justice programs are a critical component of building 

healthy school culture and I support their expansion in the district.

Current board policy outlines fair and comprehensive protocol for handling possible suspension; 

nonetheless, we should look for ways to ensure that, in practice, our approach does not disproportionately 

harm students of color who are often victims of excessive disciplinary action.

12. Truancy and Drop Outs: What ideas do you have for dealing with truancy and with drop outs?

Truancy and dropouts are a symptom of a frayed social fabric and a lack of public support for students 

and families facing significant challenges. As a district, we should expand support for at-risk students and 

work in partnership with available social services across the city and county. Our goal should always be to 

help students re-enter our schools and reach their academic goals.

13. Central Office Resources: How do you see the allocations for central office funding and 

resources for school sites?
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The primary function of the central office is to provide support to school sites in addition to managing 

critical administrative functions. The budget must reflect the role of the central office. Specifically, we 

should look for opportunities to restructure the way the central office is organized to support schools by 

eliminating layers of bureaucracy and ensuring clear alignment between district staff and school site 

needs. The central office should be nimble, responsive, and timely in its support for schools.

14. Community Schools: What are your views on the potential of community schools and what 

resources would be required?

Community Schools represent the promise of high quality, fully supported, restorative schools 

characterized by great teaching, inclusive leadership, and a commitment to community involvement. They 

are what we all aspire to for our students and families. This vision requires better budgeting and resources 

management at the central office, a clear commitment to a strategic plan, and a willingness to solve 

structural resources problems in the district. We must first solve the leadership and management 

challenges that have prevented us from realizing the promise of Community Schools.

15. School Day Learning Environment: What are your thoughts on the length of the school day and 

class size reduction (both in this crisis period and beyond)?

Generally speaking, the school day should be sufficiently long to support the academic and socio-

emotional development of students while giving educators time to teach and plan. The school day must 

have a good balance of classroom learning time, electives, and physical activity to support a well-rounded 

education for students. More importantly, how we use that time should be explored further, especially as it 

relates to flexibility to deliver personalized instruction to students based on their unique academic needs. 

In the context of the current pandemic, we should make every effort to provide the same comprehensive 

learning experience to students with additional room for flexibility given the demands of a full remote-

learning day.

As it relates to class reduction, we should balance class size with resources efficiency. OUSD has an 

average class size below the state average, and while further reductions are desirable, they must be 

weighed against the additional cost it creates for the district at a time of resource constraint.

16. Vocational Education/ Electives: What do you see as the future of vocational education in 

OUSD? How would you strengthen electives curriculum?

OUSD should offer a broad range of vocational curriculum that offers students exposure to in-demand 

career opportunities. As we look to bolster vocational education and electives, we should look to 

partnerships with community organizations, nonprofits, and industry leaders who can help provide expert 

curriculum and necessary resources.



7

17. Labor: How do you view the relationship between OUSD and its unionized bargaining units, 

especially in this time of crisis?

OUSD has had strained relationships with many of its bargaining units. This is largely due to strained 

public resources and high turnover of district leadership. Ever-changing priorities and programs have 

contributed to instability and broken promises. A commitment to stability and quality will ensure we can 

improve bargaining relationships and find ways to more deeply invest in our essential employees – 

especially our teachers.

18. City/OUSD Relations: How should the city of Oakland support OUSD and other youth related 

programs?

The City should look to fill gaps in programming or support services by collaborating with the district to 

identify areas of need. The City could also play a role in mobilizing corporate, philanthropic, and 

community organizations to support and partner with the district.

19. Accountability: How do you see yourself as accountable to the people of Oakland and how might 

this relate to your dealings with the District Superintendent and staff?

As an elected leader, I am first and foremost accountable to the people who elected me to serve their 

students’ interests on the board. I will always put the needs of students and families first and will ensure 

that my role in providing oversight for district leadership will prioritize academic success. I support the 

Superintendent Johnson-Trammell and will work to both support her leadership while also setting clear 

expectations for progress against the strategic plan.

 

20. Campaign Finance: Would you accept corporate/foundation funding in your campaign, 

especially from groups supporting charter schools? How much do you hope to raise?

I am only raising money from individuals to support my campaign, with a goal to reach $40,000.

21. Money in Politics: Would you support amending the US Constitution to end unlimited corporate 

funding rights and get big money out of politics?

Yes.

22. Endorsements: Who has endorsed you so far and by whom do you expect to be endorsed? 
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Whom are you endorsing?

We will be announcing our first set of endorsements in early September. Please visit <http://

www.austinforousd.com>www.austinforousd.com for more information.

23. Closing Question: Is there anything else you wish to add?

I believe change starts with each and every one us. If we want a better OUSD, we have to start by 

improving our public dialogue. We must put progress over politics and overcome our differences in the 

interest of our students. Unfortunately, years of mistrust and broken promises have created deep divisions. 

My campaign – and my leadership on the board – will be focused on mending the divides that are getting 

in the way of us working together to create a better OUSD.

c: (510) 306-4838

www.austinforousd.com

Vote YES on <https://www.yes15.org/>Prop 15 and <https://www.yesforoaklandschools.com/>Measure Y


