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Oakland School Board Questionnaire

Name: Sam Davis

Phone: 510-328-3656

E-mail: samdavisforoaklandschools@gmail.com

Website: http://www.samdavisforoaklandschools.org

1. Motivation: Why do you choose to run?

As an OUSD parent and former OUSD teacher, I want to bring families, teachers and school site 

staff back into the center of decision-making in our Oakland schools, because we know best what 

our students need to succeed.

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

office of school board member.

I have been an active parent and before that an OUSD teacher for 17 years. As an active 

volunteer with Faith in Action East Bay (formerly OCO) in their advocacy for positive changes in 

our Oakland schools, and a member of their board of directors for many years, I have engaged 

deeply with the board and OUSD staff, and parent and teacher activists from across Oakland, on 

these issues, championing positive changes such as stopping the board from cutting school site 

budgets in 2018, the Measure N/Linked Learning reform in our high schools, the policy at the 

school board to limit central office expenses to 12% of the budget, etc. I have a masters degree in 

applied math and am experienced at diving into numerical data, and presenting it in a clear and 

effective way. In my professional life, I have worked for the past 5 years on a UC data project to 

increase the number of students from disadvantaged backgrounds who are eligible to go to CSU 

and UC.

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

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

School Board?
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a.    End financial mismanagement practices at OUSD, transparent long-term stable budget 

planning

b.  Advocate for full funding for education, in partnership with labor and other groups, via 

proposals such as Schools and Communities First and the state wealth tax

c.    More equitable enrollment process to reduce concentrations of students with highest needs at 

certain schools and students with highest privilege at others. This includes holding charter schools 

accountable for their enrollment practices which push out students with special needs, 

newcomers, and other groups.

d.    Increase enrollment in OUSD via more outreach to preschools, strengthening feeder patterns 

from elementary to middle and middle to high, and marketing our schools

e.    Zero-based budgeting for central office, same way that schools budget every year

f.    Alternative Education Hub at 1025 Second Ave

g.    Climate Crisis plan for OUSD to address sustainability goals

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

and related issues such as distance learning.

Clearly we will need to have a distance-learning-only approach due to the high level of contagion 

in Oakland for at least the next three months. We will only be able to reopen schools in a limited 

way (blending distance learning and in-person instruction) using distancing and other precautions, 

if the level of infections reaches a very low point. Given how much our understanding of the virus 

has changed in the past 3 months, I believe it will change more in the next 3 months, so we 

should have a clearer understanding of what practices work and what don't 3 months from now, 

since (tragically) the world is conducting a science experiment this fall, with schools reopening in 

every possible circumstance.

Regardless, it is clear that most students will be learning online most of the time until a vaccine is 

available or the disease is otherwise completely under control. This means:

a. the city of Oakland should take steps to provide municipal internet, and every student should 
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have a chromebook

b. we need to set up multiple systems to ensure that all students are engaging in every class every 

day

c. afterschool staff, substitute teachers, and other school staff should be given roles helping 

students over Zoom in small groups

d. systems should be set up by the district and non-profit agencies to pair volunteers and high 

school students with elementary school students for tutoring

e. Measure N funds for high schools should be repurposed to pair professionals with high school 

students for mentoring, so they are motivated to engage with their high school classes and to 

continue on the road to graduation and college

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

shortcomings.

There are many schools where teachers, school staff and families are rightfully proud of their 

immense efforts despite radically low funding (California is 41st out of 50 states in per-pupil 

funding). At other schools, teachers are overwhelmed due to the concentration of students with 

high need and completely insufficient resources. There are many reasons why people feel proud 

and passionate about their schools, but at the district level (due to the history of mismanagement, 

the sense that many policies and practices favor charters over district schools, the disconnect of 

many board members from their schools, etc.) there is controversy and contention. However, 

there have been instances recently where people have felt pride in Oakland Unified as a whole: 

the way the parents unified with OEA during the strike, and the food distribution program during 

the pandemic come to mind. There are also underappreciated success stories, such as Measure N 

which has raised high school graduation rates across Oakland, and has not had the issues of 

financial mismanagement that plagued Measure J, due to stronger oversight.

To move Oakland Unifed forward together, the district and school board need to put families, 

teachers and school site staff back at the center of decision-making, rather than having token 

'engagements' or surveys of them after decisions are already made at the top. This means 

rebuilding the relationship with OEA that is so damaged, as well as other unions; rebuilding trust 

in its finances by ending the bad practices of the past and radically increasing transparency during 

the budget process; and creating structures to build communication and solidarity across school 
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sites so there is more of a sense of shared purpose across the district.

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?

School sites build their budgets from zero every year, while central office departments persist 

from year to year sometimes without a clear rationale of how they serve schools. Too often 

philanthropy leads to a position being created at central office, then the district is on the hook for 

it after the funding dries up. This is why we need zero-based budgeting and full transparency on 

how dollars are spent at central office.

We also need a clear accounting of all the contracts and consultants so we can understand why 

OUSD spends an unusually high proportion of its budget on these costs.

Some of the terrible practices that persisted for years at OUSD, such as contracts coming to the 

board for approval after work had already started, or contracts being made without going out to 

bid because of inside connections, have decreased significantly under the current superintendent. 

But they need to end now, and the board should hold the superintendent to a high standard to 

make sure that money is spent efficiently and well.

The opposition to school consolidations is partly due to a rational doubt that any funds saved 

would actually benefit the students at those schools. Until there is a clear accounting of the effects 

of the consolidations so far, the strong opposition to them will continue and they will not be 

successful.

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

Tax the rich. We live in an extremely wealthy area of a very wealthy state. There is no reason that 

schools should be languishing the way they are. The school board should partner with labor and 

other organizations to advocate for increased taxes of corporations and the wealthy.
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8. School Properties: What are your thoughts on maintaining current District sites/ properties, 

including their possible sale?

Public property belongs to the people. However, OUSD does have a great deal of vacant property. 

I would support long-term leases of vacant property to aligned non-profit organizations, because 

there is a drastic shortage of non-profit office space in Oakland. I would support long-term leases 

with charter schools if there is a long-term plan for that school reincorporating itself into the 

district as an autonomous public school.

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

They have caused a lot of friction on some campuses. However, under Prop 39 charter schools 

have a legal right to public school property. One of the problems is that the formulas used by 

OUSD for calculating the amount of space that public schools need, and the amount of space 

charter schools need, are different, and they favor the charters. The district should use the same 

formula for both, and avoid colocations when possible.

10. Charter Schools: What is your general view of OUSD policy on charter schools? Do you 

favor a moratorium on charters? Do you distinguish between different types of charters?

All students should have the right to an excellent education, regardless of their needs or where 

they are from. Yet charters underenroll students with special needs and newcomer students. The 

exceptions prove the rule, since some community-based charters such as CSCE do a good job 

serving both populations. Oakland has the highest proportion of charters in the state (almost half 

as many students are in charters as in public schools). That makes it very hard to plan or 

coordinate, since charters are independently operated and have challenged the board's decisions to 

the county or state. I would not vote to authorize any new charter school, and would follow AB 

1505 in terms of renewals, insisting that the district enforce the requirement that charters fairly 

enroll students with special needs and other groups.

11. Discipline: What are your thoughts on the current OUSD policy on suspensions? What role do 
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you see for restorative justice programs?

OUSD has made progress on reducing suspensions, and an increased use of restorative justice has 

been helpful. Too many schools are short on staff to address the needs of students who have 

experienced trauma and are acting out. We need to use the dollars saved by eliminating school 

police to increase training and support for restorative justice, especially by training our unarmed 

school safety officers in these practices since they often have deep relationships with students on 

campus and are well-placed to address these issues.

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

Traditional schooling is challenging for many students, and we should explore ways of adapting it 

to the 21st century. I was part of the campaign to include an Alternative Education Hub at 1025 

Second Ave on the current school boand measure (when some school board members were hoping 

to sell the building instead). We need to build a program at that site that will support students who 

have dropped out or been pushed out of high school with academics and job-training programs at 

one central location, since alternative education sites currently are scattered at hard-to-reach sites 

across the city.

To address truancy, we need to find out the issues that families are confronting and connect them 

to resources to address them. When I worked on the Manzanita campus, I often did outreach to 

families to find out why a student was missing class. This is important to address in kindergarten 

since those same students are the ones who are most often chronically truant later on.

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

resources for school sites?

See above, regarding zero-based budgeting for central office.

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

resources would be required?
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There are so many community resources already available that too often are not coordinated with 

schools. The program of Community School Managers has been an excellent way to empower 

school sites to seek out those resources and connect them to schools. If Schools and Communities 

First passes (or if it doesn’t and another measure brings more resources to our local governments), 

we need to insist that those resources are connected to schools and youth programs, since so often 

schools are the hubs that many families depend on to get information about and access to 

services.

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)?

As a former teacher and current parent, I know what a difference small class sizes make. This is 

why we need more funding for education. It's why we need a better relationship with OEA so we 

can advocate together in Sacramento for resources and negotiate in a less fractious way on how to 

allocate those resources to make teaching in Oakland more sustainable and more successful.

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

OUSD? How would you strengthen electives curriculum?

High school students are much more committed and successful when they understand the purpose 

of why they are learning what they are learning. That’s why Measure N Linked Learning 

programs have been successful at high schools across OUSD. Emiliano Sanchez is also doing 

excellent work at the district connecting students to apprenticeships and other job programs after 

high school. We need to insist that our school bond construction contractors hire students out of 

high school to work on those projects, as has happened at Fremont High School. The Alternative 

Ed Hub will also be a site for partnering with vocational education partners such as union 

apprenticeships and aligned non-profits for students for whom college is not their first choice.

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

especially in this time of crisis?
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As stated above, I feel OUSD should repair its relationship with OEA and other bargaining units, 

so that we can work together to advocate for more resources for our schools. This means frequent 

and open communication with OEA and SEIU leadership, and making sure that the unions are 

asked to participate in committees that are formulating policy, rather than only consulting them as 

an afterthought.

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

programs?

Right now, the city needs to provide free universal wifi to support distance learning. After the 

pandemic, I would like to see closer partnerships between services like the rec centers and 

libraries and the schools. Too often programming is not aligned between these institutions. This 

would be part of the community schools approach to leverage existing resources to support 

schools.

 

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?

I am in touch with parents, teachers and school site staff at all the public schools in North 

Oakland and those are who I am accountable to, since I am running a grassroots campaign. The 

board supervises the superintendent and needs to take that role seriously, setting goals and 

holding her accountable. This does not need to be adversarial - the best managers I have had in 

my work life have held high expectations for me, and that has helped me to rise to those 

expectations. Too often in the past, however, it has felt like the board is being managed by the 

superintendent rather than the other way around.

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 will not accept funding or endorsements from organizations that channel vast donations from 

billionaires to distort our democratic process, such as GO Public Schools, Families in Action for 

Quality Education, and the Calif. Charter School Association.
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I hope to raise $75,000 from grassroots donations and labor unions.

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? 

Whom are you endorsing?

Elected Officials:

L. Karen Monroe, Alameda County Superintendent of Schools

Joaquin Rivera, Alameda County Board of Education Trustee, Area 1

Sheila Jordan, Alameda County Superintendent Emerita

Jane Brunner, former Oakland City Councilmember, District 1

Cindi Reiss, Peralta Community College District Trustee, Area 5

Aimee Eng, Oakland School Boardmember, District 2

Rosie Torres, Oakland School Boardmember, District 5

Shanthi Gonzales, Oakland School Boardmember, District 6

Dan Siegel, former Oakland School Boardmember, District 6

Kate Harrison, Berkeley City Councilmember, District 4

 



10

Labor unions and organizations:

Service Employees International Union, Local 1021

Building and Construction Trades Council of Alameda County

Northern California Carpenters Regional Council

Recommended for endorsement by OEA Executive Board, final decision by the union as a whole 

still pending as of 08/11/20

Block by Block Organizing Network

Educators for Democratic Schools

Peace and Freedom Party, Alameda County Central Committee

Community leaders and parents:

David Kakishiba, Chairperson, OUSD College & Career Readiness Commission*

Andrea Dawson, Chairperson, OUSD Construction Bond Oversight Committee*

Edana Anderson, Claremont Middle School Community School Manager*

Pamela Drake, Local politics chair of the Wellstone Democratic Club*

Sayuri Valenza, Bret Harte teacher*

Jen Vetter, Emerson librarian*

Shona Armstrong, Oakland Tech parent*

Danielle Conde, Sankofa parent*

Kira Brunner Don, Peralta/Claremont parent*

Erika Feller, Hillcrest parent*

Ingrid Hogle, Emerson parent*
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Star Lightner, Oakland Tech parent*

Barbara Bobbi Lopez, Glenview parent*

Sharon Rose

Laura Todd, Hillcrest parent*

Zac Unger, Oakland Firefighter and Oakland Tech parent*

Rabbi Dev Noily, Kehilla Community Synagogue*

Rev. Dr. George Cummings, Pastor, Imani Community Church*

Pastor Michael Wallace, Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church*

Rev. Damita Davis-Howard, Asst Pastor, First Mt. Sinai Missionary Baptist Church*

 

* Organization listed for identification purposes only

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

That's all for now! Thank you.

Sincerely,

Sam Davis


